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PREFACE 


This book on Indian Exchange and Currency is based on 
lectures delivered from 1920 to 1922 at the Central Hindu 
College, Benares, and the Elphinstone College, Bombay. The 
audiences consisted of students preparing for the degree courses 
in ‘Economics. 

Part I of this book is intended for candidate.s preparing for 
the pass degree in Economics, whose knowledge of general 
principles of Currency and Exchange is usually limited to the 
contents of an elementary book on Economics, such as Gide’s 
Political l£co7iomy. An attempt has been made to incorporate 
in this part the new explanations of Exchange movements, 
associated with the names of Mr. Keynes, Prof. Cassel 
and Prof. Pigou, and bring the theory up to the stage where 
it can afford adequate explanation of the movements of Indian 
Exchange. Though intended primarily for candidates for a 
degree in Economics, this part has been put into a form that 
will be comprehensible to an intelligent person of average 
education who has had no previous training in Economics. 

Part II of the book is mainly critical, and embodies the 
main conclusions of the author. It is meant primarily for the 
candidates for the Honours degree, but will, it is hoped, prove 
useful to the publicist who is anxious to follow intelligently 
the numerous controversies on our Currency System, 

The obligations of the author to existing works are numerous, 
and have been acknowledged, wherever possible, either in the 
body of the book or in the foot-notes. In particular, it is 
evident that in dealing with Foreign Exchanges no text-book 
writer can ever escape heavy obligations to the well-known works 
of Goschen, Prof. Marshall, Mr. Hartley Withers, Mr. Keynes, 
Prof. Cassel, and Prof, Kemmerer. 

The short bibliography appended will, it is believed, prove of 
assistance to students. 


H. L. CHABLANI. 
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CHAPTER I 


THE INDIAN RUPEE 

• 1. In the civilized life of the present day, human beings 
'satisfy their economic needs by means cjf a complex organization, 
based on division of labour and exchange of commodities and 
services. They do not, however, exchange directly what they do 
not want for that which they want ; they carry on their business 
of exchange through an ‘ interposed commodity,’ called money. 
They do not barter one commodity for anotiicr ; they buy and^W/ 
commodities with ‘ money.’ The reason why they resort to 
this course lies in what Jevons calls ‘ want of coincidence in 
barter.' The difficulty in barter is ‘ to lind two persons whose 
disposable possessions mutually suit each other’s wants. There 
may be many persons wanting, and many possessing those 
things wanted ; but to allow of an act of barter, there must be 
a double coincidence^ which will rarely happen.’ These inconve- 
niences have been avoided in civilized life by the use of some 
universally accei^table commodity as a rnedimn of exchange — 
a commodity which * every one shall receive in exchange for 
what he has but does not desire personally to consume, in the 
confident assurance that with it he can, at any time, and of kinds 
and ill quantities to suit his immediate wants, obtain from others 
what they have but do not desire to use.’ ‘ 

A medium of exchange once adopted can serve, and does 
serve, another purpose, that of a common measure of vali^e^ in 
terms of which the value of all other things is obtained ; for, as 
Mill tells us, ‘ it is easier to ascertain and remember the rela- 
tions of many things to one thing, than their innumerable cross- 
relations with one another. ’ 

If the commodity chosen as ‘ money ’ is not liable to decay 
or to vary much in value, it becomes useful for the purpose of 
expressing pretty accurately the relations of debtors with 
creditors to the satisfaction of both parties. In other words, it 
will perform the function of a standard for deferred paymcfits. 


^ F. W. Walker, 
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Now it is quite possible to employ one substance as a medium 
of exchange, a second as a measure of value, and a third as a 
standard for deferred payments. But it is certainly more con- 
venient to select one single substance which can serve all these 
functions. Such a commodity is called ‘ money.' 

Obviously, no cotnmodity can ])erform these functions satis- 
factorily, unless it is universally acceptable. The force of law 
or social convention can make anything universally acceptable 
for a time. But the only sure basis of general acceptability for 
lo7iy[ periods and up to almo.st unlhnfted extent lies in the intrinsic 
value of a commodity as a commodity, apart from its legal or 
conventional value. T fence the phrase ‘ true money so com- 
monly used to signify the (juality possessed by a standard of 
value, whose market value as a commodity equals its value as 
fixed by law. 

This would be the case in all countries, where the mints are 
‘ open to free coinage ’ of silver or gold. In such countries, 
Government fixes a certain price which it is willing to pay for 
gold or silver of a certain standard, and undertakes to coin 
practically free of charge any quantity of bullion that the public 
may bring to the mint at a certain fixed number for a specified 
weight of the particular metal. In such circumstances, the 
value of the metallic coin can rarely (and then, too, for only a 
short period) exceed the market value of the metal as a commo- 
dity, for people can easily convert bullion into coin if there be 
any appreciable difference between the two. Nor can the value 
of the metallic unit of currency fall below its value as bullion in 
the market, for it can easily be melted into bullion and sold as 
such. 

Such a standard coin, freely minted, is easily accepted by people 
in the transactions of everyday life up to unlimited amounts ; 
and though the laws of these countries declare formally that such 
a coin is unlimited legal tender, acceptable by the public in pay- 
ment of debt, no compelling power of the law is really necessary 
to make it acceptable to the public hi fact. 

In most countries, however, certain coins are freely in cir- 
culation, whose denomination is not really in accord with the 
value of their material or weight. They are generally intended 
to satisfy the need of the public for some medium of exchange 
and measure of value in transactions of small value, and are. 
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therefore, generally limited legal tender. For example, the 
English shilling is by law equivalent one-twentieth part of a 
sovereign, though the silver in it would fetch much less than 
this in the bullion market. It is legal tender up to forty shillings 
only. Such a coin is geneially known as a ‘ token coin.’ 

2. It is easy to see which or these propositions are appli- 
cable to the Indian rupee. It performs all the functions of 
money. It is the principal medium <if exchange and measure 
of value in India ; and it docs serve as a store of value and a 
standard for deferred payments. But it is not what is popularly 
called * true * or ‘ natural money.’ Its value as a coin is much 
above its value as silver, and it is, in this respect, in the same 
position as the English shilling. But unlike the latter, it is 
unlimited legal tender and f ulfils largely the other requirements 
of ‘ standard * money. 

In the numerous polemics on Indian currency, the Indian 
rupee is freely called ‘ a token coin.’ 'I'hat statement is true in 
a sense, if properly tmder.stood ; but it is likely to mislead the 
unwary reader into thinking that the rupee in India resembles 
the English shilling more than it resembles the English pound. 
As a matter of fact, this token rupee is the standard money in 
India, for ‘ as long as the nuiin currency is in rupees, all 
contracts are made and taxes calculated in rupees, all transac- 
tions effected in rupees, and rupees are legal tender to any 
amount, the rupee is really the standard/ If then the rupee is 
still called a ' token coin it must be remembered that it is a 
token curremey of a peculiar kind — a token currency which is more 
widely used than the nominal standard, a token currency which 
is unlimited legal tender and the chief measure of value in India. 
It may be called ‘ a standard token coin if such an expression 
be permissible. 

It must be clear at this stage that the value c)f the rupee could 
not exceed appreciably the value of its silver contents, as long 
as the Indian mints were open to the * free coinage ’ of silver. 
This was the case till 1893. During this period of ‘ open 
mints *, the value of the rupee was ‘ natural and not ‘ artificial 
determined by the market price of silver, and not by any Govern- 
ment fiat or manipulation. Under the conditions then existing, 

* Sir Samuel Montagues evidence before the Chamberlain Commission, 
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the expansion and contraction of the rupee circulation was 
perfectly automatic, regulated by the conditions of trade and 
commerce, internal as well as external. If business was brisk 
and harvests were abundant, the public could easily increase the 
amount of rupee circulation by converting silver into rupees at 
the Indian mints. If trade was slack, the business community 
depressed, and rupees in circulation redundant, the public melted 
rupees into silver and thus effected a contraction of circulation.' 
Government, as government, had practically no control over the. 
expansion or contraction of currency. 

' Things, however, became different after the closing of the 
mints in 1893. The Government of India then assumed charge 
of the work of adjusting the volume of India’s currency to the 
ever-varying requirements of its business and trade. Ever since 
then. Government has been creating as much or as little of the 
standard token money of the country as it thought was jusjtified 
by certain indications of an elaborate mechanism, the details of 
which we shall examine later on. Whether the system devised 
by Government resulted in a natural or automatic expansion and 
contraction of our currency, as is claimed by the official expon- 
ents of the system, or whether it left everything to the caprice of 
Government, as is alleged by its critics, is a question which will 
be discussed later on. The point to note at this stage is the 
establishment of a Governmenl monopoly in the supply of currency. 
.,The closing of the mints prevented private individuals from 
establishing equilibrium between the value of the rupee and the 
value of its silver contents. Thereafter, the value of the rupee was 
completely divorced from that of the silver in the rupee. The 
rupee, as already remarked, became a standard token money. 

' 3. Something still remains to be said if the position of the 

rupee in India is to be properly understood. The rupee is not the 
only unlimited legal tender in India. The British sovereign, too, 

; shares that honour ; and the law of the country fixed its value at 
: fifteen rupees before 1919, and at ten rupees thereafter, in theory 
^ at least. 

Since the value of the rupee was a fixed fraction of the British 
sovereign, the pre-war Indian currency system was sometimes'' 
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described as a ‘ gold standard.* Now this phrase, so often heard 
in these days, is a slippery one : it is not always used in the 
same sense. But in spite of a variety of meanings attached to it, 
almost everybody is agreed that pre-war England had a gold 
standard hi every respect. It had a standard money, made of 
gold ; all other kinds of money in use in England were ultimately 
convertible into gold money ; and its gold money was itself 
convertible, by melting or export, into ordinary gold bullion. 
.Judged by these three tests, India was not ‘ on a gold standard * 
in pre-war days. The Indian rupee was convertible into gold 
only on those special occasions when Government offered gold 
in London in exchange for rupees in India. 

Was the Indian standard then bimetallic ? Now, a pure and 
simple double standard or bimetallism implies tw'o essential 
elements. Under it, all coins, whether of silver or gold, are 
made unlimited legal tender for the payment of debts ; this, no 
doubt, was the case in India also. But more important than this 
is the essential condition that under bimetallism both metals are 
treely minted ; this was just the opposite of the conditions obtain- 
ing in India. Thus, of the two essentials of a double standard-— 
free coinage and full legal tender— the Indian currency system 
lacked one. ' 

Some writers, tlierefore, called the pre-war Indian currency ' 
system ‘ a limping bimetallism*, a name commonly applied to the 
pre-war monetary system of France, on the ground that under it 
‘ the silver coin, though intrinsically of less value than the gold, 
hobbles along, maintained at equality by being coupled with its 
stronger associate. ’ * This, how’^ever, was not the only point of 
resemblance between the two. In both the countries, mints 
were closed to free coinage of silver ; in both, silver coins 
w^ere unlimited legal tender; in neither were silver coins legally 
convertible into gold ; and both depended for their external trade: 
on gold, the international medium of exchange. But here the 
resemblance between the two ends. In France, silver coinage, : 
except of subsidiary coins, was completely stopped ; in India, the i 
coinage of silver rupees was resumed ii\ 1900^ and silver continued i 
to be minted more and not less extensively than before. In 
France the mints were open to free coinage of gold, and large 


^ F, W. Taussig- 
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•quantities of were not only put into active circulation but 
•^also held in reserves ; India had neither a gold mint, nor much of 
gold in circulation or in its local reserves. In France there was 
no undertaking on the part of government to redeem its silver 
coinage in gold either inside the country or abroad ; the Govern- 
rnent of India, on the other hand, adopted in practice a system 
of partial redemption, issuing orders, so to speak, for the delivery 
sof gold from , its gold reserves or other gold assets held in 
'trOndqn^* * . ; - ^ ^ ^ = ■ ■ * ‘ ‘ " 

Some other name was therefore needed to describe the pre- 
war Indian currency system properly ; and the label most 
commonly applied to it was the ‘ gold-exchange standard. ’ Tliere 
was considerable Justification for this practice. For internal 
purposes, the rupee the medium of exchange and meavSnre 
of value ; for external purposes the British sovereign was the 
effective standard; and the exchayi^c value of the rupee in 
terms of the British sovereign W'as an almost fixed fraction of 
the latter. But even this description is not an accurately correct 
statement of pre-war conditions. As vSir Lionel Abraham pointed 
out in his evidence before the Chamberlain Commission, the 
In|dian system was something more than the gold-excliange 
system. ‘ The ideal gold exchange system would be a system 
under which there were central stocks of gold under the manage- 
iXSXtnt either of the Government or of a responsible central bank 
With little or no gold in circulation ’ ; but the Indian system 
/luring the period 1893 1916 was different from that in so far as 
it sometimes encouraged a certain circulation of gold. ‘ It was 
on its way towards becoming a combination of a gold exchange 
^system and a gold currency system.' 

, / 'What about the Indian currency system after the war ? It is 
difficult to characterise it by a single epithet applicable to all the 
f)hases through which the Indian currency system has passed 
since the war. At one period, the Indian rupee was linked to the 
English sterling, which was then different from the gold contents 
of the sovereign ; and thus the Indian system was more a 
sterling-exchange than a gold-exchange system. At another 
period, the rui^cc was made to follow the rising price of silver, 
and its value then was very nearly the value it would have had 
under the open-mint system. It was then fast drifting to a 
silver standard. At a third period, an attempt was made to fix the 
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value of the rupee in terms of gold at the rate of 2s. gold to 
one rupee, and so the Indian system was practically a dollar- 
exchange system, for the American dollar was then the only 
metallic standard the value of which was determined by natural 
automatic conditions. The attempt failed ; and ever since that 
failure Government profess to have allowed the rupee to find its 
own level, unaided or unhindered by any action on their part. So 
the rupee now is practically in the position of an inconvertible 
note printed on silver. 



CHAPTER II 


THE THEORY OF MONEY 

1. As shown in the preceding: chapter, the value of the 
rupee under ‘ Free Mints ' was natural and not artificial, deter- 

. mined by the market value of silver and not by tlie compelling 
power of law. No human authority could give the rupee a 
value higher than that of its silver contents so long as the mints 
were open to the free coinage of silver. If the gold price of silver 
^declined, so did the gold value of the rupee. Owing to various 
reasons which we shall have occasion to examine in a subsequent 
chapter, Government considered this state of things very 
i undesirable, and therefore decided to close the mints in 1893, 

' with a view to divorce the gold value of the rupee from that of 
its silver contents. It was hoped that it would be possible by 
this means to give the rupee an artificial value, higher than its 
intrinsic value. 

Was it in the power of Government to do so ? It is not in 
the power of any government to fix the exchange value of, say, 

^ wheat, cotton, etc., etc. How then was it thought possible for 
the Indian Government to regulate the gold value of the rupee ? 
Those who believed in this possibility rested their whole case on 
,what was known as the ‘ Quantitj’^ Theory * of money. If Govern- 
ment could only /zw/V the issue of rupees, they would succeed 
in raising the value of the unit of money ; for the value of 
money, according to this school, depended on its quantity. This 
‘ Quantity Theory * has been one of the most bitterly contested 
theories in economics. It has been vehemently denied by some 
economists ; it has been emphatically re-asserted by others. 
Often, it has been erroneously stated. It is necessary therefore 
to give a brief outline of this theory, as stated by some of its 
best exponents. 

2. In its simplest form, the theory enunciates an almost 
self-evident proposition. In a community in which almost all 
things that are produced are bought and sold, in which 
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there is neither much of barter nor much of hoarding, in 
which all the metallic money, gold or silver, passes from hand to 
hand at every purchase, in which each unit of money circulates 
only once, credit in any of its shapes being unknown, the qiian- 
lily of metallic money determines the purcJiosin^ power of the 
monetary iinit^ if the total volume of exchange-work or the 
volume of business transactions carried on with the aid of 
money remains the same. If fewer units of money were available, 
there would be more work for each of them to do ; each of them 
would have to exchange for a larger volume of other things ; 
the purchasing power of each would be greater than before. If 
more units of money were available, each would have to exchange 
for a smaller volume of other things ; its value or purchasing 
power would be less than before. In other words, if P denotes 
the purchasing power of the monetary unit, T the volume of 
exchange-work in the community, and M the number of mone- .'i 
tary units, the purchasing power of the unit will be the same asf 
the quantity of work done by one unit ; and so we have the 
T 

equation P ^ The value of money (i.e. its purchasing power) 

thus varies inversely as its quantity. If the quantity of money 
is increased, the purchasing power of the unit will fall, or, 
what comes to the same thing, Ihe price level will rise ; and if, 
on the other hand, the quantity of money is decreased, the 
purchasing power of money will rise, or, what comes to the 
same thing, the price level will (all exaclly in proportion to the 
increase. 

In the complex world of to-day, however, conditions are 
different ; and we must now make allowance for all the possible 
influences that go to modify the effect of the quantity of metallic 
money. 

In the first place, metallic coins are not the only media of 
exchange. Cheques, and bank or currency notes serve the same 
purpose as metallic money, and therefore affect prices as well as 
specie would. The total volume of currency in a country thus 
includes (a) the quantity of metallic currency in circulation ; (6) 
the amount of baiik deposits against which cheques may be 
drawn ; and (e) the number of currency notes in circulation. In 
the second place, ‘ the effective currency of the country depends 
upon the quichness oi circulation, and the number of exchanges 
2 
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performed in a given time, as well as upon its numerical amount ; 
and all the circumstances, which have a tendency to quicken 
or to retard the rate of circulation, render the same amount of 
currency more or less adequate to the wants of trade.’ ^ If a 
coin circulates three times instead of once, it performs the 
exchange-work which three coins did before. An increase in the 
rapidity or velocity of circulation of currency is thus equivalent 
to an increase in its quantity. 

T 

We must therefore amend our formula P = -.-v the 

M 


T 

equation P - ■ — — - where M is the quantity of money 

MV -h M'V' 


(including currency notes) in circulation, V its ‘ efficiency ’ or 
‘ velocity ’ of circulation (or the average number of times a year 
money is exchanged for goods), M/ the total bank deposits 
subject to transfer by cheque, V' the velocity of circulation of 
the latter, and T the volume of trade (or amount of goods bought 
with money). 

As thus stated, the quantity theory does not justify the idea 
that if the quantity of metallic money is doubled, prices would 
always be doubled. It may be that there is a simultaneous 
change in all the five influences ; the price-level will then be 
a compound or resultant of these various influences. All that 
the theory asserts is that, if other things remain the same^ an 
increase in the quantity of money will increase prices in the 
same proportion. 

It is necessary for the reader to bear in mind the many quali- 
fications covered by the economist’s favourite phrase ‘ other 
things being equal.’ The changes in these other things are 
sometimes more important than the changes in the volume of 
precious metals. ‘ There may be a change in the volume of 
things on sale : there may be an increase or diminution in the 
average number of times each of these things changes hands 
during the year, or in the average number of times each coin or 
each element of the currency changes hands during the year : 
there may be a change in the methods of business or in the ratio 
between cash and the demand deposits of the bankers. Thus 
the phrase “ other things being equal ” covers so much ground, 
is so extensive a qualification of the general rule, that one has to 


^ Bullion Committee’s Report of 1810. 
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recogfnize the possibility of a great rise of prices without a 
change in the supplies of gold and silver.’ ^ 

3. In this form the doctrine is almost a truism, ‘ for, if one 
column of a ledger recorded accurately all the transactions for 
money in a year with their values ; while another column speci- 
fied the number of the units of money employed in each trans- 
action ; then the two columns when added up would balance. 
The second column of course would represent the aggregate 
value of the total number of changes of ownership of all the 
units of money : and that is the same thing in other words as 
the total value of tlie money multiplied by the average changes 
of ownership (otherwise than by free gift, theft, etc.) of each, 
unit.’ ® ' 

But the upholders of the quantity theory believe it to be 
true in a causal sense. They assert that one of the normal effects 
of an increase in the quantity of money is an exactly proportional 
increase in the general level of prices. For according to them; 
the effect of doubling money in circulation (M) is normally to 
double deposits * because under any given conditions of industry 
and civilization deposits tend to hold a fixed or normal raiio to 
nio 7 iey in circulation. Hence the ultimate efiect of a doubling in 
M is the same as that of doubling both M and M'. ’ Neither the 
velocity of circulation which depends on density of population, . 
commercial customs, rapidity of transport, and other technical 
conditions, nor the value of the trade which depends on natural 
resources and technical conditions, will be affected in any way " 
by this increase in the quantity of money. So far, therefore, as 
M by itself is concerned, its effect on the price-level is strictly f 
proporiionaL ® 

It must not be supposed that the believer in this theory of 
money denies that there are other causes, not included in this 
equation of exchange, which can and do influence the purchas- 
ing power of money. For instance, Prof. Fisher, the best>^ 
exponent of this theory admits that the five causes are themselves | 
the effects of many antecedent causes, some of which he summar- 1 
ises as follows : ‘ The volume of trade will be increased, and • 

^ Marshall in his evidence before the Fowler Commission. 

• Marshall. 

* For qualifications to this doctrine see Keynes* Tract on ‘ Monetary 
Reform pp. 79-83. 
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therefore the price level correspondingrly decreased by the differ- 
entiation of human wants ; by diversification of industry ; and by 
facility of transportation. The velocity of circulation will be 
increased, and therefore also the price level increased by 
improvident habits ; by the use of book credit ; and by rapid 
transportation. The quantity of money will be increased, and 
therefore the price level increased correspondingly by the import 
or minting of money, and antecedently, by the mining of the 
money metal ; by the introduction of another and initially cheaper 
money metal through bimetallism ; and by the issue of bank notes 
and Qther paper money. The quantity of deposits will be increased, 
aiid therefore the price level increased, by extension of the 
banking system and by the use of book credit. The reverse 
causes produce, of course, reverse effects. ’ What the believer in 
this theory of money asserts is that these are the five proximair 
causes through which all others whatsoever must operate. 

vSoine of the exponents of the theory further maintain that all 
the factors included in this equation of exchange are not equally 
important. They contend that among these, the quantity of specie 
JOil normal times, the most important ; and that the older 
economists were right in emphasizing its fundamental importance, 
l^he rapidity of circulation of goods is fairly constant in a given 
community. The velocities of circulation of metallic and non- 
metallic media of exchange, depending as they do on the 
habits of the individual and the system of payments in the 
community on the one hand, and on such general causes as 
density of population and rapidity of transportation on the other 
hipd, change in normal times so slowly and to such a small 
extent, as to be almost negligible factors in raising the price 
level. The use of precious metals in the arts, though influenced 
to a certain degree by the value of monetary supply, is in the main 
influenced by changes in the habits and tastes of people ; and 
these are not changed easily, quickly, or appreciably. One is 
therefore justified in saying that if the total amount of specie is 
increased, the proportion of it used in making purchases at a 
given time will be correspondingly increased. Both paper cur- 
rency and cheques are in normal times usually convertible into 
metallic coins ; and both have therefore the backing of metallic 
reserves behind them. The ratio of the metallic reserves to the 
non-metallic media of exchange is not the same everywhere, nor 
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is it unalterable in the same country. But it is more or less a 
definite one for each well-ordered community in normal times 
during periods which are not long enough to bring about revolu- 
tionary changes in the monetary habits of the people. 

Such in brief outline is the modern form of the theory of 
money, belief in the truth of which inspired the monetary changes 
of 1893. Their real author, Sir David Barbour, states in his 
Standard of Value that he was ' firmly convinced of the sound- 
" ness of the quantity theory of money, and knew that if the unlimi- 
ted coinage of silver was stopped, it was quite possible to reduce 
the amount of the rupee circulation to such an extent as to bring the 
Indian exchange to a pur with gold at a rate of exchange which 
could be permanently maintained. * In the peculiar conditions 
then existing in India, he had considerable justification for the 
view that the purchasing power depended almost exclusively on 
the quantity of rupees in circulation, for the note circulation then 
was insignificant, and cheques were almost unknown except to a 
very limited extent in the Presidency towns. He assumed, aad 
assumed wrongly, as wc shall have occasion to show later on, 
that a rise in the internal purchasing power of the rupee in terms 
of commodities would necessarily bring about a rise in the external 
value of the rupee in terms of the English sovereign or gold. 
Be that as it may, however, the quantity theory of money on 
which Sir David Barbour relied neither proves nor disproves this 
supposed necessary connection between the exchange value of the 
rupee in terms of gold and its internal purchasing power in terms 
iA commodities. The quantity theory of money deals with the 
latter and has nothing to say about the former. The distinc-/ 
tion between the two is an important one ; and the reader mustj 
be carefully on guard against the common fallacy of mixing; 
up the two different meanings of the phrase ‘ the value of thej 
rupee. ^ : V 

4. At the present time, howevei^,‘ Cdhclidotfs are 'noPso'simjf^ ' 
as they were in 1893. Since then there has been a great improve- 
•ment in banking and monetary facilities. Leaving out of account 
the increase in the amount of deposits with the Indian shroffs, 
for which it is very difficult to get any accurate figures, there has^ 
been a phenomenal growth in the amount of deposits (the poten- 
tial currency in the hands of the public) with the Presidency , 
Banks, the Exchange Banks and the Indian Joint Stock Baqks.v 
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The following: table brings out the great contrast between the 
'earlier years and the later period : — 


Bank Deposits {on 31 si December each year in Rs. IfiOO), 





i 

Indian Joint Stock 


Presidency 
Banks and 

1 Rxchange Hanks 

! Banks with Ca] 
i Reserve of 5 

pital and 

1 lakhs 

Year 

branches— 


1 

and over 


deposits 






Deposits 

1 (Indian only) 

j Number 

Deposits j 

Number 

1890 

18,35,60 

1 7,53,60 

1 

i 5 

2,70,78 

5 

1900 

15,68,80 

' 10,50,35 

' 8 

8,07,52 

9 

1910 

36,sS8,0l 

24,79,17 

1 11 i 

25,65,85 

16 

1911 1 

1 38,53,29 

28,16,1:0 

; 12 i 

25,29.11 

IS 

1912 1 

j 40,11,48 

29,5‘^,62 

: 12 

27,25,98 

18 

1913 

42,37,16 

31,03,54 

12 : 

22,59,19 

18 

1914 I 

! 45,65,60 

30,14,76 

11 ! 

17,10,58 

17 

1915 ' 

1 43,49.86 

33,54,56 

i ^ 

17.87,27 

20 

1916 i 

1 49,91,45 

38 03.88 

1 10 

24,71,05 

20 

1917 : 

75,43,02 

53,37,53 

1 y : 

31,17,01 

18 

1918 ! 

.59,62,03 

61,85,60 

! 10 

40,59,48 

19 

1919 I 

75,93,61 

74,35,90 

! a 

58,99,47 

18 

1920 1 

87,04,.53 

74,80,71 

; 15 i 

71,14,64 

25 

1921 

72,58,00 

' 75,19,61 

17 

76,89,63 

27 

1922 ! 

! 71,16,.30 

73,38,44 

i 18 i 

65,01,75 

27 


The amount of cheques cleared at the clearing houses in the 
great trade centres tells the same tale, as is shown by the 
following table : — 


(la crores of rupees) 
Total-Calcutta, Bombay 
and Madras, till BiOl and 
Karachi since 1901, +Ran« 
Vears goon since 1910— Cawn- 

pore since July 1920, -f 
Lahore since April 1921. 


1893 ... ... ... ... 146 

1894 ... ... ... ... 158 

1895 ... ... ... ... 175 

1896 ... ... ... ... 181 

1897 ... ... ... ... 190 

1898 ... ... ... ... 176 

1899 ... ... ... ... 202 

1900 ... ... ... ... 212 

1901 ’ ... ... ... ... 213 

1902 ... ... ... ... 232 

1903 ... ... ... ... 247 

1904 ... ... ... ... 255 

1905 ... ... ... ... 303 

1906 ... ... ... ... 335 

1907 ... ... ... ... 372 
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years 


(In crores of rupees) 
Total-Calcutta, -Bona bay 
and Madras, till 1901 and 
Karachi sincel901,4 Ran- 
goon since 1910— Cawn- 
pore since July 1920,+ 
Lahore since April 1921. 


1908 

1909. 

1910 

1911 

1912 

1913 

1914 

1915 

1916 

1917 

1918 
1029 

1920 

1921 

1922 

1923 


363 

368 

465 

516 

587 

650 

538 

563 

809 

901 

13,96 

18,06 

31,49 

20,22 

.20,23 

18,03 


The increase in note circulation has been still more surprisinjg. 
But before dealing with this aspect of the matter, we have to 
notice in some detail the principles and history of the Indian 
Paper Currency system. 



CHAPTER III 


THE INDIAN PAPER CURRENCY SYSTEM 

1. The history of the Indiaa Paper Currency system falls 
.into three distinct peripd^v The dividing point between the first 
and the second period is the year 1861, and that betw’-een the 
second and the third, the year 1919. Prior to 1861 note-issue 
was not a Government function ; it was an affair of certain 
private banks. During the second period, 1861-1919, Govern- 
ment took over the function of issuing notes, and modelled the 
Indian Paper Currency system on what are knowm as the principles 
of the English Bank Charter Act of 1844. In the period since 
1919, various modifications have been introduced into the system 
with the view to remedy what appeared to be its defects in the 
light of the experience of other countries. 

2. The first period may be dismissed in a few words. 
There was then no Government issue of currency notes ; only a 
few private banks issued them. The circulation of these notes 
>lvas practically confined to the cities of Calcutta, Bombay and 
Madras ; and they were not legal tender in any part of the 
country. The three Presidency banks were ihe most important 
of these note-issuing banks ; and their maximum authorized issue 
was only five crores of rupees, against which one-fourth was to 
be held in specie. 

3. The second period opens with Act XIX of 1861, wdiich 
deprived all private banks of their I’ight of note-issue and based 
the Indian Paper Currency system avow’edly on the principles of 
the English Bank Charter Act of 1844. It established a Govern- 
ment monopoly of note-issue, and created a Paper Currency 
Department through w^hich Government w^as to issue notes of 
various denominations in the form of promissory notes payable 
to bearer on demand. It divided India into certain circles, each 
containing one city to be the place of issue of the notes of that 
circle. It empowered Government to issue notes without limit 
at any paper currency office against rupees or gold. Until 1910 
these notes were legal tender only within the circle of issue and 
could be encashed as of right only at the head office of that 
circle. It placed a limit of four crores on tlie fiduciary issue (or 
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the amount of notes issued agrainst securities) and imposed on 
Government a legal obligation to keep a metallic reserve in 
silver coin or bullion against the ivhole of the notes issued beyond 
that amount. It was dominated by the idea that ‘ the sound 
principle for regulating the issue of paper circulation is that 
which was enforced on the Bank of England by the Act of 
1844, i.e., that the amount of notes issued on Government 

securities should be maintained at a fixed sum, within the 
limit of the smallest amount which experience has proved to 
be necessary for the monetary transactions of the country, and 
that any further amount of notes should be issued in coin or 
bullion, and should vary with the amount of the reserve of 
specie in the bank, according to the wants and demands of 
the public.’ (Para. 13, Government of India’s Despatch^ dated 
March 26, 1860.) 

The object of these provisions was to prevent the issue of 
notes in excess of public requirements ,* for an over-issue of 
currency was regarded as a serious evil. It caused prices to rise, 
and inflicted unmerited injury on people with fixed incomes, who 
found the purchasing power of their money much less than 
before. The only way to prevent this evil was to make the 
notes convertible into metal and to insist on providing adequate 
metallic reserves behind them. So long as a note-issuing author- 
ity had to provide large amounts of specie in reserve, it had 
very little temptation to over-issue notes. Even if it did, the 
public was likely to present them back for encashment and so 
curtail their circulation in excess of public requh'cments. The 
authors of the Bank Charter Act, however, went much farther 
than this. They aimed at ideal safety. They provided not only 
for convertibility of paper currency but also for its almost 
absolute identity with the metallic circulation that it displaced. 
In other words, all paper issues beyond a fixed sum were, under 
their system, to represent actual coin or bullion in the reserve. , 
The Indian Act of 1861 was based on the same ideas; it too 
made the notes practically bullion certificates, for the rupee' 
then was a freely minted coin worth no more than its silver 
content. 

The system, however, was not free from defects. The limi-^^ 
tation of the areas of legal tender and of the offices where thei 
notes were encashable on demand restricted the growth in the^ 
3 
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popularity of notes. Government gained nothing by the issue 
‘6{ notes, as the currency offices had to keep in reserve an equi- 
valent amount in coin or bullion ; and so notes were no more 
economical than rupees. And during those times when, owing to 
the briskness of trade, the business community needed more 
currency, Government’s power io expand note-issue was no 
greater than its power to mint more rupees. The system, in 
short, lacked one of the essential requirements of a good currency 
system, namely, elasticity. It provided for absolute security 
for encashment of notes ; but that almost ideal and to a large 
extent unnecessary safety was more than counterbalanced by the 
disadvantages from inelasticity and want of economy. The 
^Epglieh' system, which it sought to imitate, escaped the incon- 
jvenience from inelasticity by the development of the cheque 
system in English banking, which provided the business com- 
munity in England with an ideal clastic currency, expanding and 
contracting in circulation automatically with the requirements 
of the situation. Foreign countries met their needs by trying 
all kinds of new principles for the regulation of their note-issue, 
attempting all sorts of compromises or half-way houses between 
absolute security and ideal elasticity, hidia had neither an 
elastic note-issue nor an elastic cheque currency. It had only 
an inelastic note-issiic. 

■ ’ The truth of the matter was, that the Indian administrators 
had copied the English system without taking sufficient account 
of the differences between the conditions in England and in 
India. And England, as Prof. Marshall pointed out in his 
cross-examinuw oil by the Fowler Committee, was a siiecially 
bad example for India to follow in matters of currency. * For, 
first, currency is but a small part of the means of payment used 
in England ; and under most, though not all, conditions, bank 
money is the main means of payment ; and that is elastic. 
Secondly, an imperative demand for increased currency is rare 
in England ; and when it does occur, it is on a very small scale 
relatively to England’s total business and resources. . . . 

Thirdly, England is near to other great gold markets. Fourthly, 
her financial houses are numerous and able . . . England's bank- 
ing system is very highly organized, specially by the aid of the 
branch banks. . . . Partly for this reason, currency drawn from 
London in the spring or autumn completes its circuit more 
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quickly than in Germany ; and of course much more quickly than 
in India.' ^ 

4. The closing of the mints in .1893 led indirectly to some 

relaxation of this rigidity of the Indian Paper Currency System. 
The rupee became an artificially valued coin, worth more than the 
silver it contained, by the year 189tS ; but under the terms of the 
law governing tlie Indian Paper Currency vSystem, it continued to , 
be a legitimate form of the Indian Paper Currency Reserve. 
A 10-rupee note could thus be issued by buying silver worth 
even less than six rupees, coining it into ten rupees, and keeping 
the latter in the Paper Currency Reserve as the necessary metallic 
basis under the law. The system thus acquired through in- 
advertence a certain degree of elasticity and economy owing to 
a change in the character of the rupee. i 

5. Various other minor changes in the system established in 
1861 were brought about by successive enactments during the 
period 1861-1913. 

(1) The amount to be invested or the fiduciary portion of 
the note-issue was increased from time to time, to six crores in ^ 
1871, eight in 1890, ten in 1896, twelve hr 1905 (of which two^ 
crores might be securities of the United Kingdom), and fourteen 
in 1911 (of which four crores might be securities of the United 
Kingdom), so that the composition of the Indian Paper Currency ; 
Reserve on March 31, 1913, was as follows : — 


Total circulation 

Silver in 
India 

Gold in 
India 

Gold in 
London 



Securities 

Sterling 

1 

Rupee 

” 1 

68*97 crores ... j 

16*45 

29*37 

9*15 

4 

10 


In spite, however, of this increase in the amount of the 
invested portion, the securities in 1913 cojistituted a much lower 
percentage of the whole Reserve than in the preceding years owing 
to the much larger growth in circulation, the figures at the end 
of the year in which the successive additions to the securities 
were made being — 1871-72, 44-9 per cent ,* 1890-91, 27*2 per cent ; 
1896-97, 42*1 per cent ; 1905, 26*9 per cent; 1911-12, 22*8 per cent. 

^ Q 11776, Fowler Committee’s Report, • 
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(2) Up to 1893, the whole of the Paper Currency Reserve 
was^ held in silver coin ; but in that year, the executive was 

issue notes in exchange for gold coin or 
Dullion to an}' amount. In 1898j Government kept a portion of 
tiliji gold hi London under temporary authority. This became a 
part of a permanent policy under Acts IX of 1902 and HI of 
permitted Government to hold the reserve in rupees, 
5 ;old coin, bullion, or securities either in India or in London, 
subject only to the exception that all coined rupees ivcrc to be kepi 
in hidia, and not in London. The primary object of the reserve 
kvas to ensure the encashment of notes into rupees ; and the only 
ustification at first for transferring part of the reserve to London 
vas to provide meajis lor purchasing silver to be minted into 
'upees for the Paper Currency Reserve in India. Hut experience 
ioon showed that this part of the reserve which was transferred 
o London could in times of depression serve as a part of the 
general reserves in the hands of the India Office for the support of 
exchange ; and Government therefore followed a deliberate policy 
)f increasing steadily the gold portion of the Paper Currency 
5leserve, which alone could serve this purpose in case of need. This 
vas Vi material change in the object \ho Paper Currency Reserve. 

(3) Thirdly, from 1903 onwards Government pursued steadily 
l^e policy of universalizing notes of small denominations with 
a view to enhancing their popularity. By 1910, notes of small 
denominations up to, and including, those for Rs. 100 became 
universal legal tender throughout India, and encashable as of right 
at the head office of the seve^i circles. This had a very great 
effect on the volmne of circulation ^ as can readily be seen from the 
following table (in crores of rupees) taken from the report of 
the Chamberlain Commission : — 


Average of year 

Gross circulation 
i.e. the value of 
all the notes 
issued and not 
yet paid off 

Net circulation 
i.e. gross circu- 
lation less the 
value of notes 
held by Govern - 
3nent in its 
treasuries 

Active circulation 
i.e. the net circu- 
lation less the 
value of notes 
held by Presid- 
ency Banks and 
their head offices 

1900-01 

! 1 

28*88 

26*54 

: 22*05 

1906-07 

45*14 

41*48 

33*93 

1911-12 

57*37 i 

51*83 

41*89 

1912-13 

65*62 i 

1 

54*92 

45*39 
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6. Such was the state of affairs when the Chamberlain ' 
Commission made a searching examination of the whole system/ j 
The Commission in their final report made a number of valuable ' 
suggestions. They declared themselves in favour of the imme- 
diate universalization of the 500-rupee note, and of increasing the 
facilities for the encashment of notes. They advocated, further, a 
radical departure from the general principles of tlie Englisl^i^ 
Bank Charter Act of 1844, on which tlic Indian Paper Currency 
System had so far been regulated. They recommended that the 
fiduciary portion of the note-issue should be increased from^.’ 
fourteen crores to twenty crores, and tliereafter fixed at a maxi- 
jnum of the amount of notes held by Government in the Reserve ; 
Treasuries one-third of the net circuiation^ and suggested • 
that Government should take power to make temporary invest-v>; 
ments or loans from the fiduciary portion within this rnaxi-^' 
mum in India and in London, as an alternative to investment it^ 
permanent securities. 

The Commission expected the following advantages from the s 
policy they recommended: ‘(1) While the permanent additions 
to the invested portion of the Reserve will be no more than is 
justified by past practice and experience, without in any way 
endangering the complete convertibility of the notes, the revenues 
of India will secure the profit earned by investing the amount 
now held idle in the form of gold in India. (2) There will be 
occasions, especially in the busy season, when it will be safe to? 
lend temporarily sums which it would be unwise to invest per-r 
manently. The power to make such loans will, therefore, enable^ 
the Government to earn interest on sums which would otherwise 
be idle needlessly, and will provide at the same time a much- 
needed facility for a temporary expansion of the currency in the 
busy season, by virtue of which: the market may obtain some 
relief, though not at first, perhaps, a very great amount, from its 
recurrent stringency. (3) The power to make temporary invest- 
ments in London on account of the Paper Currency Reserve, 
will be a convenience to the Secretary of vState in permitting; 
him to sell Council Drafts against the Paper Currency Reserve,; 
in anticipation of silver purchases or of any other cause, without; 
the loss of interest and other disadvantages which might some-| 
times come about if he were compelled, without discretionary? 
power, to utilize the entire proceeds of such sales in ear-marking^ 
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gold. (4) As the circulation of notes in India increases, it will be 
within the power of the authorities to increase, as and when 
desirable, either the permanent or the temporary investments of 
the Reserve or both without a special Act. (5) The power to 
make loans from the cash held against notes in the Reserve 
Treasuries will provide the Govewiment with a useful alter- 
native or supplementary means of counteracting some of the 
disadvantages arising from the existing Reserve Treasury 
system.* 

7. This report, however, was still-born. Its recommendations 
were yet under the consideration of the Government of India 
when war broke out. It was therefore decided to postpone 
further action on the report until the return of normal conditions. 
Meanwhile, war subjected the Indian Paper Currency vSystem 
to a severe strain and important developments took place in 
the Indian Paper Currency ^System. 

(1) The legal Ihnii of the invested portiofi of the Paper 
Currency Reserve, which prior to the war stood at fourteen crores, 
was between 1S)15 and 1919 raised nine times, till at the end of 
1919 it stood at 120 crores, of which 20 crores could be invested 
in securities of the Government of India. This made it possible 
to issue large quantities of paper money without any metallic, 
backing behind them. ‘ During this period the gross circulation 
of notes increased nearly three-fold while the percentage of the 
metallic backing decreased by nearly one half,’ This is shown by 
the following table : — 


(in lakhs of rupees) 


Date 

Gross note circulation 

1 

f 

Percentage of the 
metallic Reserve to 
gross note circulation 

March 31, 

1914 

66,12 

1 

; 78*9 


1915 

61,63 

77-3 

Do. 

1916 

67,73 

70*5 

Do. 

1917 

86,38 

43*9 

Do. 

1918 ... 1 

1 

99,79 

38*4 

Do. 

1919 ... j 

153,46 

.35*4 
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(2) The use of paper currency was further encouraged by 
the issue in December, 1917 and January, 1918, of notes of Rs. 2-8 
and Re. 1 respectively. In 1918-19, owing to the high price of 
silver, Government curtailed the supph" of rupees, and forced the 
public to fall back upon paper currency even for small trans- 
actions. The result was that in the year 1918-19, the circula- 
tion of one-rupee notes increased from Rs. 33 lakhs to Rs. 1,051 
lakhs, and that of 2.i-rupee notes from Rs. 18 lakhs to Rs. 
1 ,66 lakhs. 

(3) The force of circumstances obliged Government to drift 
on to a policy of making our notes dc-facto inconvertible. Owing 
to a steady fall in the percentage of metallic backing, Govern- 
ment withdrew in 1916 the pre-war facilities for encashing notes^ 
at the District Treasuries. But in spite of this restriction, the 
situation grew rapidly worse. In April, 1918, the silver balances 
of Government fell to under 10.] crores, that is about 8 crores 
less than what was regarded as a safe minimum before the war. 
The unfavourable war news in March and April, 1918, produced 
a run on the Bombay Currency Office, and it seemed almost 
certain that Government would be forced to declare the notes to 
be legally inconvertible. But this contingency was avoided by 
the timely announcement of the purchase of a large amount of 
silver from the Government of the United States. The impend-^ 
ing crisis, however, showed the wisdom of conserving, as far as 
possible, India's metallic resources, if future trouble was to be 
avoided. With tliis object in view Government prohibited the 
booking of specie by rail and steamer and ‘ limited the daily issue 
of rupees to single tenderers of notes to a figure which made it 
practicable to satisfy large demands in part and small demands 
as a rule in full,' These restrictions resulted at first in a consi- ’ 
derable discmini on notes in many parts of India, especially on 
the new 2]-rupee and one-rupee notes ; but ‘ the discount rapidly 
diminished when it was seen that the notes were freely accepted 
in payment of Government dues, and when small coin was made 
available in large quantities.' 

(4) A new feature was introduced in the Paper Currency 
Reserve in the year 1916-17. Owing to the rise in the rate of i 
interest, the market value of the old per cent British secu-.^ 
rities had declined enormously, and with a view to replacing them 
gradually by more suitable securities it was decided to create 
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Paper Currency Reserve Depreciation Fund out ot the interest 
received on paper currency investments. 

8. These chang:es along with other effects of war on the 
Indian exchange and currency system were the subject matter 
of consideration by the Babington Smith Committee appointed 
on May 80, 1919. The Committee submitted its report on 
December 22, 1919, and made the following recommendations in 
connection with the Paper Currency Reserve : — 

^ ‘ (1) The statutory minimum for the metallic portion of 

the Paper Currency Reserve should be M per cent, of the gross 
circulation. As regards the ftducrajy portion of the Reserve, 
the holding <jf securities issued by the Government of India 
should be limited to twenty crores. The balance should be held 
in securities of other Governments comprised within the British 
Empire, and oi the amount so held not more than ten crores 
should have more than one year’s maturity, and all should be 
redeemable at a fixed date. The balance of the invested portion 
above these thirty crores should be held in short-dated securities 
with not more than one year’s maturity, issued by Governments 
within the British Empire. The existing permissive maximum 
of 120 crores should be retained for a limited period. The 
sterling investments and the gold in the Paper Currency Reserve 
should be re-valued at two shillings to the rupee.’ 

‘ (2) With a view to meeting the seasonal demand for 
additional currency, provision should be made for the issue of 
notes up to five crores over and above the normal fiduciary issue as 
loans to the Presidency Banks on the security of export bills of 
exchange.’ 

‘ (8) The silver and gold in the Paper Currency Reserve 
should be held in except for transitory purposes.^ 

, r ‘ (4) As soon as circumstances permit, free facilities for 
tbe encashment of notes should be given, and the restrictions 
imposed during the war should be withdrawn. The Government 
should have the option of redeeming its notes in full legal 
tender gold or silver coin.’ ^ 

It is easy to see that recommendations (1) and (2) imply 
a radical change in the principles of the pre-war Indian Paper 
Currency System. If the pre-war system was too inelastic 

^ Babington Smith Committee’s Report. 
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and rigid, the pe7iduliim sterns to have stvung in the opposite 
directioyi, and elasticity has been sought to such an extent as almost 
to jeopardise the safety of the system. The recommendations of 
this Committee imfavour of elasticity go much further than those 
of the Chamberlain Commission. The report admits that undei 
the recommendations of the Chamberlain Commission it would 
have been necessary to provide at the time of the report a metallic 
reserve to the amount of 119 crores as compared with only 8C 
crores or so held at that time. But it was contended that so 
large a reserve was not required for ensuring the convertibility 
of the note-issue {vide para. 78). ft should not be forgotten that 
the currency notes in India were legally convertible into rupees 
only, and that the latter contained silver worth much less than 
their official or legal value. So that if we were to convert 
coins into bullion, a 40 per cent metallic reserve in coin was 
hardly equal in normal times to a .30 per cent metallic reserve 
in terms of silver bullion. Add to this the further recommend- 
ations that when permanent legislation was introduced in 
replacement of the temporary provisions then existing, authority 
for retaining for a limited period the existing permissive maximum] 
of 120 crores for the fiduciary issue should be sought (though in 
the pre-war period the invested portion of the Paper Currency 
Reserve was limited only to fourteen crores), and that in addi- 
tion to this amount Government was to be authorized to issue 
notes up to five crores on the security of commercial bills of 
exchange without any metallic backmg whatever, and one can 
easily realize what a long way the Indian Paper Currency 
System was being moved from that ideal safety aimed at by the 
principles of the Bank Charter Act on which the pre-war 
Indian paper currency had been regulated. It was admitted by 
official experts like Mr, Howard that ‘ we have unfortunately 
been compelled by the force of circumstances during the war to 
go very considerably further than the Chamberlain Commission 
recommended, or than prtidence would fmye dictated if events had 
not been too strong for us.’ It was recognized in theory by the 
Committee that there was a ‘ special need for caution in dealing 
with the note-issue in such a country as India, where a large part ' 
of the population is illiterate and the extended use of paper 
currency is a habit of very recent growth ' ; but these recom- 
mendations, which were in reality so much at variance with this.. 

, u 
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excellent maxim, were made under the specious plea that it was 
essential to introduce elasticity into the system. Nobody denied 
the need of some elasticity : the point at issue was the extent to 
which elasticity was to be pursued consistently with safety. No 
case was made out for gfoing much further than the Chamberlain 
Commission recommended ; and no heed was paid to the conten* 
tion of the only hnlian member that even ‘ 80 per cent would not 
be too high a figure to fix as a normal proportion of 7 neiallir 
reserve to the total of notes outstanding.’ {Vide para. 21 of 
Mr. DalaCs dissenting minute.) 

It is necessary in this connection to bear in mind the peculiar 
eondi lions of India so forcibly pointed out by Sir Vithaldas 
Thakersey in the following extract from his evidence before the 
f^abington Smith Committee : — 

0, 5787. If you have a note-issue of 200 crores, you would 
hold 150 crores in metal ? — Yes, at least. 

Q, 5788. Is that not a very large proportion compared with 
the amount found necessary in most countries which have a paper 
currency ? — Yes. f have been now all over the world ; I have 
been in China, Japan, and America, and I have been watching the 
movement of silver. In India metallic currency is largely used, 
and therefore it is necessary to hold a larger reserve, in Japan, 
I did not ordinarily see a metal coin ; even the ten and twenty 
cents are in paper. The reason is that the j^eople have been 
educated. They can all read. (In the other hand, people in India 
are pot^r ; they are uneducated. They know the value of the 
metal but they do not know the value of paper. Then during the 
monsoon, paper is worthless to them. They carry their money in 
their dhotis and they get wet ; currency notes get dilapidated, 
torn, or lost, and they burn in a fire. All these diflficiilties are 
peculiar to India. 

' -^'It^raust be admitted, however, in fairness'to the Babington Smith 
^ Committee that its recommendations sought to effect an impj^ovc- 
hie7ti in the conditions existing in 1917 and 1918 or those permissi- 
* ble under the law. During the period of war, Government had 
' expanded the fiduciary note-issue to an enormous extent. As Mr. 
Dalai put it, ‘ It was no longer a case of investing a portion of the 
metallic reserve held in India against outstanding notes ; notes 
were boldly issued against which no metallic reserves in India luid 
ever existed. Also the proportion of the metallic reserves to the 
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total of outstanding notes was not allowed to have any weight. 
It was a case of simply watering the note-issne in its worst form — 
issuing notes without any metallic backing. In other words, it 
was a forced loan from the Indian public, free of interest.’ The 
recommendations of the Committee were certainly an improve- 
ment on the state of affairs in 1918 and 1919. {Vide table on page 
22.) The operation of these recommendations is illustrated by 
the Committee by means of the following figures, exhibiting the 
composition of the reserve («) as it stood on November ^30, 1919, 
[b) as it would stand if the invested x^ortioi] was at the maximum 
loermitted under the then existing law, and consequently if the- 
metallic reserve was at the minimum possible, and (c) as it 
would stand if the invested metallic reserve did not exceed the 
minimum ])ermitted under their recommendations : — 



(iross note* 
circnhition 


:Silvt*r| 


1 

! 


[Percentages 
vSeciirities ' of total 

Metallic 
i Reserve tn 
Indian l British | gross Note 
' ! Circulation 


I 



Actual (igiires for 
November 30, 

UUO 170,07 lakhs 47, 44| 32,70 17,03 i 82,50 i 44 0 


Figures showing ! 
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71,00 87 ; 20,00 j 87,80 
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A word may here be said in justification of the limits imposed 
by the Committee on the various forms of investments in the ' 
Paper Currency Reserve. The experience of war had shown the 
w’orthlessness of all long-dated securities in times of stress ; ■ 
even British Consols, wliich in pre-war days were regarded as < 
readily saleable securities in all circumstances, .were found to 
be practically unrealizable in times of grave crisis, The rupee;: 
securities in particular were likely to be unmarketable, at theivery 
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,time when it would be necessary to turn them into cash. There 
would be a run on the currency offices only when there was loss of 
confidence in Government. At such times the rupee securities too 
would be valueless. It was unwise on the part of a Government 
that expected to raise frequent loans in the market to rely, in a 
crisis, on its ability to turn into cash the additional securities 
created for issue to its Paper Currency Reserve. The secornd 
recommendation of the Committee was intended to provide 
adequately for the seasonal fluctuations in the demand for currency, 
and was suggested by the Federal Reserve Board system in 
America. The only way in which, under the pre-war system, 
currency could expand in India in the busy season, was by the 
issue of rupees or notes in India against either the tender of gold 
in India or sterling in London. Both these courses meant an 
import of funds from abroad. Internally there was no device 
for expanding the currency to satisfy the demands of trade in the 
busy season. The result was that discount rates soared high 
during this period of financial stringency. With a view to curing 
this defect, several witnesses before the Committee suggested 
a more elastic provision for the discoimtin^ of Commercial bills. 
The arguments in favour of this course were summed up by Mr. 
Howard as follows : ‘ Very briefly, circulation due to discounts 
of this kind is automatically regulated by the demand for currency 
and entirely eliminates any danger of permanent inflation. The 
security is absolutely good, and the arrangement is based on the 
fact that (as The Times put the position) “ a self-liquidating bill 
has a self-retiring note as its concomitant.’' This would be 
particularly the case in India where the seasonal fluctuations 
occurring within very brief periods are so violent ; and the 
existence of this facility might of itself tend to do a great deal to 
level down the bank rate, even though it was not at first taken 
very extensive advantage of.’ 

^ 9. These recommendations of the Committee were in the 
main accepted by Government and incorporated in the Paper 
Currency Act of 1920 and the Consolidating Act of 1923. The 
only change of importance was in the minimum percentage of the 
metallic portion of the reserve, which was fixed at;| 5ft per cent 
instead of 40 per cent of the gross circulation. 

The permanent composition of the Reserve is now governed 
by Section 18 of Act VI of 1923, which runs as follows : — 
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(1) The provisions contained in this Section shall not come 
into operation until such day (hereinafter referred to as the ■ 
appointed day) as the Governor-General in Council may direct in 
this behalf. 

(2) A reserve shall be maintained for the satisfaction and 
discharge of the currency notes in circulation, and all such notes 
shall be deemed to have been issued on the credit of the revenues 
of India as well as on that of the Reserve. 

(3) The reserve shall consist of two jiarts, namely 

(а) The metallic Reserve ; and 

(б) the securities Reserve. 

(4) The metallic Reserve shall consist of the total amount 

represented by the sovereigns, half-sovereigns, rupees, silver half- 
rupees, and gold and silver bullion for the time being held on that 
account by the Secretary of State for India in Council and by the ^ 
Governor-General in Council : i: '< • 

Provided that no amount of gold coin and bullion held 
by the Secretary of State in the United Kingdom in excess of fifty 
millions of rupees in value reckoned at the rate hereinafter 
provided for shall be included in the metallic Reserve. ^ , 

(5) The securities Reserve shall consist of the securities 
which are for the time being held on that account by the 
Secretary of State for India in Council and on behalf of the 
Governor-General in Council : 

Provided that — 

(fl) No securities held by the Secretary of State for^t 
India in Council, other than securities of ' 
United Kingdom, the date of maturity of which is 
not more than one year from the date of their 
purchase, shall be included in the securities 
Reserve; and 

(6) the securities held on behalf of the Governor- 
General in Council shall be securities of the 
Government of India, and shall not exceed in 
amount tvyo hundred naillipns of rupees^ of which 
an amount of not more than one hundred and 
twenty millions of rupees may be securities creat- 
ed by the Government of India and issued to the 
Controller (such securities being hereinafter 
referred to as created securities). 
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(0) For the purpose of this Section the expression ‘ currency 
notes in circulation ’ means the whole amount of currency notes 
at any time in circulation ; 

v'jj j,«Pfovided that currency notes which have not been 
pfdserited for payment, in the case of notes of the denomi- 
national value of fifty or one hundred rupees, within forty years, 
and in the case of notes of any denominational value exceeding 
one huiulred rupees, within one hundred years, from the first day 
wf April following the date of their issue, shall be deemed to be 
hlj»t in circulation : 

; , V'Fr^vided, further, that all such notes shall be deemed 
tb' liave been issued on the credit of the revenues of India and 
shall, if presented for payment, be paid from such revenues. 

'' S' (7) Save as hereinafter provided in Section 20, the amount 
of cufKency.iiotes in circulation at any time shall not exceed the 
ainomnt £>f the metallic Reserve together with the amount of the 
Securities Reserve ; 

' , ' Provided that it shall not be lawful for the Governor- 
General in Council to direct the issue of currency notes, if or to 
the extent that such issue would have the effect of raising the 
amount of notes in circulation to an amount in excess of twice the 
,;uiiountiJior the time being of the metallic Reserve. 

' ' For the purpose of determining — 

l^a) the amount of the metallic Reserve, gold bullion 
' shall be reckoned at the rate of one rupee for 
11 -.30016 grains troy of fine gold, and silver 
Inrllion at the price in nipees at which it was 
purchased. 

(A) the amounts of the securities Reserve, purchased 
,.s,ecurities sh.nll be reckoned at the price at which 
ithe^’^were purchased,'and created securities at the 
^inhrket price of similar securities on the date of 
‘their jssue. „ 

The 'sfecurifies of the Government of India in the 
Reserve shall be held by the Controller and the Master of the 
Mint rd Calcutta or of such other Mint as the Governor-General 
in Councilmiay direct in this behalf, in trust for the Secretary of 
State for India in Council. 
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(c) At Rs. 10 per £l or Re 1 for 11-30036 grains hue gold. 

Internal bills of exchange under Sec. 20 of Act X **f 1^23 as amended by Act X_\X\ l(if lfJ23. 
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7'^ 'll. Let us now recapitulate briefly the salient features of 
’the Indian Paper Currency System as it exists at present : — 

" (1) The function of note-issue is still dissociated from 

banking in India and is still retained by Government. But the 
Indian Paper Currency System is far more elastic than it was in 
pre-war days. 

(2) Government is under a legal obligation to issue currency 
notes of various denominational values in exchange for an 
equivalent amount in rupees, or silver half-rupees, or in gold 
coin which is legal tender under the Indian Coinage Act 1906, or 
for gold bullion at the rate of one rupee for 11*30016 grains 
troy of fine gold. 

(3) Notes of the denominational value of one rupee, ten 
rupees, fifty rupees, one hundred rupees, or of any other 
denominational value which the Governor-General may by notifi- 
cation in the Gazette of India declare as * universal currency 
notes ’ are legal tender at any place in British India. Any other 
note is legal tender only within the circle from which the note 
was issued. 

(4) Indian currency notes are legally convertible into rupees 

only. 

(5) The Indian Paper Currency Reserve includes (i) Secu- 
rities Reserve consisting of (a) Securities of the Goverpment of 
India not exceeding in amount twenty crores, (f>) Securities of the 
United Kingdom, the date of maturity of which is not more than 
one year from date of purchase, (c) Bills of exchange which will 
mature within ninety days, not exceeding » in amount twelve 
crores ; and (ii) a Metallic reserve, not less in value than parts 
(a) and (3) of the Securities Reserve. 



CHAPTER IV 


FOREIGN EXCHANGES 

1. The changes in 1893 were inspired, as we have already 
shown, by a belief in the possibility of raising artificially the gold ■ 
value of the rupee by limiting the quantity of rupees in circula- ^ 
tion. But the reason why Government sought to give the rupee i 
some artificial value was the serious inconvenience the free and 
automatic silver standard was supposed to have caused to various 
classes of people including Government. The frequent variations 
in the gold value of silver were accompanied by wide and fre- 
(luent fluctuations in the external value of the rupee, introducing 
an element of uncertainty in the commercial and financial transac- 
tions between England and India. For instance, the exporter ; 
from India was paid by a bill of exchange on London payable in J 
sterling by the British consignee, but he himself purchased thej; 
produce in the Indian market with rupees. Similarly the importeit 
in India paid for his goods in London in sterling but received hisj 
selling price in India in terms of rupees. Each had to changed 
sterling into rupees, or rupees into sterling ; and each found his 
calculations upset by the fluctuations in the relative values of the 
two. How wide and frequent the fluctuations were, may be seen 
by a glance at the following table : — 

Ratk of Exchange 

s, iL 


Average 

of five years 

1860-61 to 1864-65 


1-11-892 

Do. 

do. 

1865-66 to 1869-70 


1-11-310 

Do. 

do. 

1870-71 to 1874-75 


1-10-576 

Do. 

do. 

1875-76 to 1879-80 


1-8-534 

Do. 

do. 

1880-81 to 1884-85 


1-7-644 

Do. 

of the year 

1885-86 


1-6-254 

Do. 

do. 

1886-87 


1-5-441 

Do. 

do. 

1887-88 


1-5 

Do. 

do. 

1888-89 


l-4j 

Do. 

do. 

1889-90 


1-4|^ 

Do. 

do. 

1890-91 


l-6it 

Do. 

do. 

1891-92 

• • • 

1-4| 

Do. 

do. 

1892-93 


1-3 


5 
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it was to stop this clement of chance and uncertainty that the 
Government of India embarked upon the monetary revolution of 
1893. They aimed at controlling: the sterling value of the rupee 
(or the ‘ rupee-sterling exchange ’ as it is technically called), at 
fixing it to some constant level so as to reduce these fluctuations 
to a minimum. 

2. , What are the natural causes of these variations in exchange 
' which the Government of India sought to control ? Why is it 
that the external value of the currency of one country in terms 
of that of aiKJther country varies at all ? The answer to this 
question lies in what is technically known as the ‘ Theory of 
Foreign Exchanges.’ But in order to be in a position to grasp 
tliis theory it is necessary tf) bear in mind a few details about 
Hiis of exchange — the instruments most commonly employed in 
the settlement of obligations between different places. 

Suppose merchant A at Karachi buys wheat from merchant R 
at Lahore, and merchant C at Lahore buys cotton cloth from D 
at Karachi. To simplify matters, let the amount involved in 
both the cases be the same, say Rs. 1,000, and let it be payable 
in each case three months hence. On account of these transac- 
tions, the merchant R at Lahore acquires the right to call U])on 
' A at Karachi to pay Rs. 1,000 three months hence ; and similarly 
D at Karachi acquires the right to order C at Lahore to i^ay the 
same amount by the same time. It is easy to see that if D 
sells to A his claim on C, and A makes it over to R, both B 
and D can realize their claims without any money passing from 
Karachi to Lahore and vice versa. These orders, or bills of ex- 
change as they are called, are thus a means of transferring debts 
from one person to another ; and merchants anxious to secure 
the most convenient means of remittance to different places are 
generally on the look-out for them, with the result that every 
commercial centre develops a market for bills on other centres. 
To make a bill of exchange readily saleable in the market, it is 
necessary, however, that it should carry on it some evidence 
that the party on whom it professes to be drawn would acknow- 
ledge his liability to pay it at the due date. In technical language, 
the drawefe or some one on his behalf must sign his ‘acceptance* 
on the bill of exchange to make it ‘ negotiable *. 

A bill of exchange payable after a time is obviously not so 
convenient as cash to those who are in need of ready money. 
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Banks and discount houses at this stage come to the help of 
trade. If a bill of exchange is ‘ accepted ' by a party of some 
standing, banks would readily ‘ discount ’ it or turn it into cash, 
after deducting a small amount for advancing money before it 
matures and for the risk they run in buying commercial paper. 
In other words banks lend money for the interval between the 
date of discounting and the date of maturity- Further, to 
accommodate trade, banks and accepting houses often * accept ' 
bills on behalf of their customers so as to facilitate their discount- 
ing in the market. A bill of exchange has therefore to pass 
through two stages before it is converted into cash — it has to be 
* accepted ’ and * discounted 

All these details are described in semi-technical language by 
Prof. Marshall as follows : ‘ A bill of exchange is generally a 
written request by the “drawer” of it, addressed to another, 
the “ drawee ”, in which he is requested to pciy a certain sum ot 
money to a person indicated on the face of the l^ill and called 
the “ payee ”, This person may be the drawer himself or a third 
person. It may request the drawer to pay it to any one to 
whom the payee may transfer the bill, subject to certain condi- 
tions and formalities. The bill states the time at which it is 
payable, as for instance, at sight, or at three months from date. 
When the bill has been “accepted'* by the signature of the 
drawee written across its face, it then becomes a promissory note 
from him, its acceptor. For a payee may sell it to a second per- 
son, who may sell it to a third, and so on ; each seller signing it 
on the back, or endorsing it, before he passes it on. The selling 
value of the bill is reached by deducting a “ discount ” from the 
value on the face of it. This discount varies, firstly with the 
time for which the bill has yet to run ; secondly with the market 
rate of discount on short, secure loans ; and thirdly, with the 
risk that it may be difficult, or even impossible, to collect the 
value of the bill. The demand for payment of it will be made 
in the first instance on the acceptor of the bill ; and failing him, 
from the drawer ; and failing him, from its endorsers in the 
order in which they have signed their names. ' 

3. We are now in a position to deal with * Foreign Ex- 
changes ’ or commerce in bills of exchange on foreign countries. 
Let us take the easiest and the simplest case first— that of 
exchange between two centres A and B, which have the .same 
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gold coin (or paper currency freely convertible into gold) as 
their legal tender, and which impose no impediment on the 
free movements of gold — the case represented, for instance, by 
Sydney and London in pre-war days. At any one time there 
will be found a number of persons in A who have to make pay- 
ments to their creditors in B, and a number oc others who have 
to receive money from their debtors in B. One of the ways .of 
remitting money from A to B is to buy in A a bill of exchange 
on some one in B from those who arc willing to sell .such a bill 
in A. If on the whole A has for any reason to send more money 
to B than B has to remit to A, the demands for bills on B (say 
of 100 units payable at sight) will be greater than their supply. 
The value of each will rise above 100 and exchange would then 
be said to be favourable to B. But no one would ordinarily give 
for such a bill more than what it would cost to get its gold 
equivalent and ship it to his creditor ; for when there are two 
ways of remittance open to any one, he will, for obvious reasons, 
choose the one which costs less. The price of a bill on a first- 
rate party in B, payable at sight, cannot therefore in ordinary 
circumstances amount above its face value in bullion by more 
than the cost of sending bullion. This limit is technically 
known as the upper specie point. If on the other hand A has, 
for any reason whatsoever, to receive more money from 1^ than 
B has to send to it, the supply of bills of exchange on B (say of the 
face value of 100, payable at sight), will be greater than the 
demand. The value of each will be lower than 100 and exchange 
would then be said to be unfavourable to B. But it would not 
ordinarily go below 100 ??iinus the cost of shipping gold coins 
(or bullion worth as much) from B to A, because in that case it 
would be cheaper for those who have to get money from B to 
realize their claims in gold and have it shipped from B to A, 
rather than sell their bills of exchange on their debtors in B. 
This limit is known as the hwer specie point. The market value 
of such a bill of exchange on B would thus, hi iiormal 
circumsta7ic€Sy fluctuate between the upper ajtd the lower specie 
points in accordance with the keenness of demand in A for 
bills on B. ' 

Circumstances, however, are not always normal. There are 
times when exchanges sink and rise beyond specie points even 
in the case under consideration. For instance, the exporters in 
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a country, at times, labour under the urgent necessity of selling 
their bills wimcdiately at any sacrifice and cannot alTord to wait 
for the arrival of specie.* A commercial panic or a stringent 
money market may create a reluctance on the part of purchasers 
to buy bills, unless absolutely compelled to remit. Again, a 
whole nation may at a particular moment fall into discredit, and 
it may become difficult to sell bills on it. vSuch peculiar con- 
tingencies, however, do not occur often ; and may therefore be 
ignored as exceptions to the general rule. 

VVe hvae so far assumed that bills on a particular centre 
are all payable immediately and arc all drawn on first-rate 
parties. Fhit this is not always the case in real life. Bills 
vary both as to the security behind them and as to the time when 
they are due for payment. A promise made by a man of straw 
is obviously not so reliable as one by a respectable j)erson : and 
therefore the value attached to a bill of exchange would vary 
with the standing of the acceptors, other tilings being ectual. i^'or 
obvious reasons, again, no one would give for a jiromisc three 
months hence, as much as for a cable or telc^yaphk transfer, 
payable as soon as the telegram reaches the other centre, or for 
a ‘ si^rht hill \ whicli is payable on presentation to the drawee, or a 
‘ short sight bill’, payable after a limited period after sight. Apart 
from the general state of iudebiedness, then, the price of bills of ex- 
change would depend on their inlrinsic merits as promises, and 
the time when they are due for payment. 

'Phis brings us to another factor — the rate of interest or dis- 
count. The cash value of a bill of exchange, payable ninety days 
hence, will depend on the rate of discount ruling in the centre 
where the bill is payable. If a man owes money abroad, he will be 
paying interest to his foreign creditor so long as his debt remains 
unpaid. Accordingly it will make a difference to him of ninety 
days’ interest at the foreign rate, whether the bill he purchases 
as a remittance is payable at once or ninety days after sight. He 
will be inclined to make a heavier deduction from the face value 
of a ninety days’ bill when the foreign rate of interest is high than 
when it is low. 

Even in the case of bills of exchange payable at the 

rate of interest is an important element in their price, when the 


See Goschen*.s Foreign Exchanges. 
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centre on which they are drawn is a distajit one. For instance, 
even when exchange between London and Sydney was at par in 
pre-war days, it paid the Australian banker to give more for a 
sovereign in London, because he received the sovereign in 
i-^ondon at once, while his balance in Sydney was drawn upon 
five weeks later, when the draft arrived there by mail. He liad 
thus the use of the purchaser’s money for five weeks ; and in 
times when the rate of interest was high, this was by no means 
an unimportant consideration.’^ 

In the case under discussion then, three main factors intlu- 
ence the price of ‘ sight bills ’ drawn on first-rate psjrtics in a 
foreign centre, namely ; (1) the state of mutual indebtedness to bo 
met within a ddined period of time ; (2) the cost of shipping specie ; 
and (3) the rate of interest. 

4. Let us now take another case — that of places having 
a gold standard but using a different coin, say for instance, Paris 
ipid London in pre-war days. The French monetary unit was the 
franc, while the English unit was the sovereign, and therefore a 
bill on Paris was payable in francs, while one on London was 
realizable in sovereigns. The gold contents of the two coins, 
however, were not the same. The quantity of gold necessat'y for 
minting a sovereign in England would, if taken to the Frencli 
mints, have sufficed for coming twenty-five francs and twenty- 
two centimes ; and therefore the equation ^ 25f. 22c. was 
known as the mint par of exchange. The cost of shipping a 
sovereign worth of gold from London to Paris or Paris to London 
in pre-war days was about 7 c. ; and so the pre-war specie or gold 
points were 25 f. 15 c. and 25 f. 29 c. 

The fluctuations of London- Paris exchange within these limits 
were governed by the same influences which we have considered 
in the first case, and need therefore no further discussion. 

The reader should not conclude from the reasoning followed in 
these two cases, that the rate of exchange between gold standard 
countries could never rise above or fall below the specie points. 
The facts of real life are not so simple as that. The theory was 
borne out by facts only where there was a free market in gold 
■^iand a claim for money carHStl'witK right to 

immediate payment in gold. These conditions existed only 


See Hartley Withers’ Money -chan ffin g . 
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in pre-war England. Elsewhere ‘ the theoretical gold point 
was only the point at which it paid better to send gold than buy 
a bill, if you. could ^et the gold"^ Pixport of gold was not free 
in other centres ; and therefore exchange on London in other 
centres sometimes rose above the theoretical specie point with- 
out any specie coming to London. For example, the mint par 
of exchange between Berlin and London was in pre-war times 

marks 43 pfennings, and the expense of sending gold from 
Berlin to London only .S pfennings, and yet in November, 
the Berlin exchange stood for some weeks at or above 20 marks 
53 pfennings without any gold being shipped to London. The 
same results ensue when the movement of specie (gold and silver) 
is not only restricted but stopped altogether, as was actually the 
case in time of war. The theoretical ‘ gold points ’ are then in- 
operative, because the alternative of remitting specie is not open 
* to the public, and exchange fluctuations are not limited by them. 

In pre-war times, when there were no restrictions on the 
movements of gold, the export of gold from one standard 
country to another kept within narrow limits the fluctuations in 
the prices of bills of exchange. It reduced the otitstanding 
balance of the centre which had an unfavourable exchange, and 
altered the relative price-levels in the two centres in such a way 
as to provide natural correctives to adverse exchange. For 
instance, the export of gold from A to B tended to produce a 
fall of prices in A and a rise in B ; the resulting higher price- 
level in B acted as a stimulus to exportation from A to B, and si> 
turned the balance of accounts again in favour of A. Bills drawn 
in A on B then tended to multiply, and specie point being reach- 
ed, gold went back from B to A till prices in A were again as 
high as in B. So long, therefore, as national currencies were 
clfQctively based on gold, and no impediment was placed oh' 
export, the ^d^rjces jpt export 

equality everyv^ere'^ allo^ being made for costs of carriage, 
f LQiatier and * adver.se balances ’ of any magnitude 

created automatically forces which tended to reduce them. 

5, Let us now take a third case into consideration — that 
of exchange between gold standard countries on the one hand, 
and those with currencies based either on a free and automatic 

1 See Hartley Withers’ Money-changing. 
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silver standard or on inconvertible paper on the other. Here 
there is no such thinjr as a mint par of exchange, nor are there 
any gold points within which exchange fluctuates. The factors 
governing exchange in the first two cases, namely, the balance 
‘ of relative indebtedness, the rate of interest in the two centres, 
and the state of credit, are all operative in this case also ; but 
their influence is considerably modified by variations in the gpld 
i^rice of silver or in the quantity of paper currency which changes 
tlie purchasing power of the standard in terms of gold, the only 
international money. At the present time, for instance, the 
exchange between New York and Berlin is subject to violent 
fluctuations, mainly because the purchasing power of the German 
Tuark has been declining fast owing to the over-issue of the 
German paper currency, which is no longer convertible into 
gold. 

d. There remains still the last, and at the present time the 
most common, case of exchange between countries, each of 
which has an independent system of inconvertible paper. 
Here the balance of trade theory does not seem to afford 
any adequate explanation of the wide fluctuations in foreign 
exchanges. The theory most popular at present among writers 
on this subject is the doctrine with which Professor Cassel has 
familiarized the public under the name of ' Purchasing power 
parity ’ and explained by him as follow's : — 

‘ Our willingness to pay a certain price for a foreign money 
must ultimately and essentially depend on the fact that this 
money has a purchasing power as against commodities and 
services in the foreign country. On the other hand, when we 
olfer so and so much of our own money, we offer, in fact, a 
purchasing power against commodities and services in our own 
country. Our valuation of a foreign money will, therefore, 
essentially depend on the relative purchasing power of the 
currencies of both countries. 

‘ Given a normal freedovi of trade between two countries, A 
and B, a rate of exchange will establish itself between them, 
and this rate will,- smaller fluctuations apart, remain unaltered as 
long as no alteration in the purchasing power of either currency 
is made and no special hindrances are imposed upon the trade. 
But as soon as an inflation takes place in the money of A, and 
the purchasing power of this money is, therefore, diminished, 
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the value of the A-iiioney in B must necessarily be reduced in 
the same proportion. And if the B-money is inflated and its 
purchasing power is lowered, the valuation of the A-money in 
B will clearly increase in the same proportion. If, for example, 
the inflation in A has been in the proportion of 320 to 100, and the 
inflation in B has been in the proportion of 240 to 100, the new 
rate of exchange will be three-fourths of the old rate. Hence 
the following rule : When two currencies have been inflated, ; 
the new normal rate of exchange will be equal to the old rate - 
multiplied by the quotient between the degrees of inflation o£^ 
both countries. There will, of course, always be fluctuations 
from this new normal rate, and in a period of transition these 
fluctuations are apt to be rather wide. But the rate calculated 
in the way indicated must be regarded as the neiv parity between 
the currencies. This parity may be called the purchasing power 
parity, as it is determined by the quotient of the purchasing 
powers of the diflerent currencies.** 

On analysis, this doctrine will be found to be only a corol- 
lary from the following three propositions : — 

(1) A currency’s internal purchasing power varies with 

its inflation or deflation in accordance with the quan- 
tity theory of money, discussed in chapter ii ; 

(2) Its external purchasing power in a foreign country 

depends on — 

{a) the rate of exchange between it and the foreign 
currency, and 

(d) the foreign currency’s purchasing power in its own 
country ; 

(3) In equilibriian, its internal and external purchasing 

powers must be the same, for otherwise trade would 
be stimulated to take advantage of any inequality 
between the two. It fallows, therefore, that the 
rate of exchange between any two currencies will, 
in equilibrium, tend to be the ratio betwecui their 
purchasing powers. 

The theory expounded above does not ignore the existence 
of disturbing factors. It does not oveilook the fact that, owing to 
costs of transport, tariffs, and other causes, internal and external, 


6 


* Cassel. 
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the purchasing power of currencies can never be exactly equal. 
But its exponents attempt to overcome this difficulty by taking 
some base period, generally the year 1913, and assuming that 
the percentage difference between the internal and external 
purchasing power in that year may be taken as an approximately 
satisfactory correction for the same disturbing factors at the 
present time. It is further admitted thcat ‘ if trade between two 
countries is more hampered in one direction than in the other, 
the value of the money of tlie country whose export is relatively 
77ior€ restricted will fall in the other country, beneath the purchas* 
ing power parity.’^ Several other causes, such as distrust in 
the future of a monetary standard, operation of speculators, 
or the practice of selling out the currency of a country abroad, 
are all recognized to be capable of depressing the international 
value of the currency below its purchasing power parity. 
But these depressing factors are supposed to have only a 
temporary effect, for in the absence of any further restrictions on 
the exports of a country, ‘ every undervaiuation of its currency 
will lead to an increase of its ecfwrls, i ending to counteract this 
undervaluation ^ ! 

Even in this modified form, the theory needs two important 
corrections. The equilibrium between the internal and external 
purchasing power of a currency is a necessary one only in respect 
of goods entering into internalionat trade, and not in respect 
of all goods, bought and sold. The right basis for the valuation of 
the purchasing power parity is therefore an index numbei, not of 
all prices but only of export prices, it is wrong to assume, as 
is commonly done, that the general level of prices in a country 
necessarily rises or falls in the same proportions as the index 
. number of the prices of her exports. Even in normal times, there 
is no exact correspondence between these two ‘ if the industries 
which produce these exports are not representative of the general 
body of her work in regard to method, energy, and ability ; or 
if the movement of labour, manual and mental, between various 
localities and groups of industries within the country is not easy 
and rapid ; or if many kinds of her agricultural and other bulky 
produce are raised at so great a distance from her frontier, that 
their prices at tlie frontier exceed very much the average prices 
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at which they are supplied to her own people.’* Much more so is 
it the case in the abnorn?al conditions of the world since 1914, 
when restrictions of all sorts have created at times two price- 
levels in many countries, one for foreigfii trade and another 
for internal trade, and when fluctuations in prices have been 
brought about noL merely by monetary influences, but also 
by changes in other economic relations between countries. 
For example, the Reparations problem has altered, more or less; 
permanently, the relative exchange values of Germany’s imports^ 
and exports. Nor is the assumpLion, that the disturbing effect 
of tariffs, etc., is the same in degree to-day as it was in 1913, a 
valid one, for it is notorious that the ‘ tariff-costs ’ — using the 
term in an extended sense so as to cover ail export and import 
regulations, including prohibitions and official or semi-official 
combines for differentiating between export and home prices — are 
widely different in many cases from those which existed in 1913. 
It is only when we restrict ourselves to articles entering into 
international trade and make exact allowance for transport and 
tariff-costs, that the theory will be borne out by facts, with 
perhaps a short time-lag. ^ 

What about the influence of the ‘ balance of trade which 
was regarded as the most important factor in the classical theory 
of foreign exchanges ? There has been much discussion on the 
relative merits of the balance of trade and the purchasing 
power theories as explanations of the wayward course of foreign 
exchanges since 1914, and it may be said briefly in the words of 
Mr, Gregory that ‘ exchange experts at the present time are 
divided into two camps : those who think that exchanges are 
dislocated because of inflation, and those who think that they 
are dislocated because of an “ excess of imports over exports.*’ ' 
Indications, however, are not wanting which show that some, 
at least, of those who are generally considered as representatives 
of the purchasing power parity school, do not mean to repudiate 
in ioto the old balance of trade theory, though they reject it as an 
explanation of the changes in the normal rates of exchange as 
distinguished from temporary deviations ot exchanges from the 
normal. According to them, the purchasing power parity has 

* Marshall. 

’ See J. M. Keynes’ articles in Manchester Guardian Reconstruction 

numbers. 
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taken the place of the old mint par of exchange between gold 
standard countries. It gives us to-day the normal rate of ex- 
change, the point about which exchanges fluctuate but at which 
they must ultimately come to rest. It is, however, not a fixed 
ratio like the old mint par : it is a movhig par, moving with the 
relative price-levels. Adverse trade balances can, and do, move 
exchanges away from this parity, but they are incapable of: 
depressing permayiently the exchange value of any currency. 
Their effect is only temporary ‘ for if a country buys more from 
another than it sells to it, the balance must be paid in some way, 
say by export of securities or by loans in the other country. 
Thus the balance of payments must on the whole equalize itself, 
and there is no reason for a defhiite alteration in the rates of 
exchange. * With unaltered price-levels and unrestricted export 
of goods, an adverse exchange tends to correct itself, for in 
these circumstances the country’s export trade receives a strong 
stimulus, which tends to bring the exchange back to its old 
normal rate. But if the relative price-levels are altered by 
excessive inflation in any country, ' a new normal equilibrium 
of the exchanges must establish itself, quite irrespective of any 
I j balance of trade. ^ ^ The change in that case is a pernia7U.7tt one : 
((the parity itself has been lowered. 

We may here illustrate the diflerence between the pre-war 
and post-war conditions of exchanges by means of the following 
diagrams, suggested by Miss E. C. Van Dorp in an article in 
the Economic Journal^ 1919 : — 


R R 



R R 


R 
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Diagram I shows the fluctuations of exchange with a fixed 
parity in pre-war times, P— P being the parity, and R the rate 
which fluctuates and tends towards the parity in accordance 
with fluctuations in the balance of trade. Diagram LI illustrates 
the post-war conditions, P — Q being the pre-war and P — P' the 
post-war parity, and R' the rate. The fall oi exchange in; 
this case is not a rail below parity (i.c., a market rate below 
the normal rate') but a {alien parity (i.e., a fallen normal rate). 

There is really nothing new in this doctrine. It only serves = 
to focus attention on an underlying assumption in the old treat- 
ment or the subject — an assumption, the significance of which 
was not clearly realized by the more superficial among the older 
writers, tliat free movements of gold tend to bring price-levels at 
the ports in all gold standard countries nearly to a common 
level. In pre-war days, when most of tho* civilized countries were 
on a gold basis and imposed restrictions on the movements 
of gold, practical men were justified in ignoring the influence; 
of price-levels at the ports on foreign exchanges, and confining 
themselves to those minor movements in the supply and de- 
mand for bills, which caused fluctuations in exchange within the 
limits of gold points, and which could be corrected by gold 
shipments, temporary borrowings, variations in the discount 
rate, and so on. But the root factor operating then as well as 
now is the constant pressure of exchange rates towards the 
purchasing powxT parities, arising from the fact that people 
continually seek to buy in the cheapest market and sell in the 
dearest. This seems to have been clearly realized by the more 
careful among the old writers on the theory of the subject. 
Prof. Marshall in particular dealt with it at length in his 
memorandum to the Gold and Silver Commission (1888) as 
the following extract from his evidence will show : ' It is 
impossible to discuss adequately in a memorandum the causes 
which determine the course of the foreign exchanges and the 
reciprocal influences which they exert on the course of the trade. 

I must, therefore, start by taking for granted the solution of 
’these questions with regard to the trade between two countries, 

A and B, each of w^hicli has a gold currency. 

* Ricardo\s reasoning on this subject has been developed by 
Mill, Mr. Goschen, Mr. Giflen, Professor Bastable and others ; 
and it is now clearly established that trade tends so to adjust 
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the supply of gold relatively to the demands of gold in the 
two countries as to brins: gold prices at the seaboards of the two 
countries to equality, allowance behig made for carriage. 

■ If they are higher in A than B, there will be a small tempo- 
rary bounty on exportation from B to A, corresponding to this 
difference, which must alveays be small. Bills drawn in B on A 
will multiply, and, specie point being reached, gold will go from 
A to B till prices in B are as high as in A. If B hoards gold, 
this process may be a long one, otherwise it is sure to be short. 

‘ The fluctuations of the exchanges, measured in terms of gold 
bars, that is of gold regarded as a commodity, are limited in 
ordinary circumstances to the double cost of carriage of gold. 
But when measured in terms of the currencies of the two countries, 
the limits of these fluctuations irre liable lobe extended, by the sum 
of the seigjiiorages (if any) charged in tlie two countries, and in 
extreme cases by the sum of the amounts lost by woai' and tear, 
not indeed from the average coins in circulation, but from the 
picked coins which are selected for the purposes of export. . . . 
But, while referring to the ordinary textbooks for the general 
treatment of this part of the question, I wish to observe that its 
real nature has been in some measure disguised by the habit, 
borrowed from the city, of describing the trade in precious 
metals in different language from that used in describing the 
trade in any other commodity. If, on the balance, B is indebted 
to A, and in consequence the exchanges are favourable to A, 
merchants in B will consider what things they can send to A, 
and sell there at a price higher than they could get by investing 
the same money in a bill on A, on which they have to pay a 
premium ; in every case they have to allow for cost of carri- 
age, etc., and for interest on the time required for realizing. If 
the premium on the bill is just equal to the cost of carriage for 
gold, so that it is indifferent to a merchant whether he buys a bill 
or sends the gold, it is said that “ gold point has been reached. 
But with equal appropriateness, it might be said that “ lead 
point ” is reached, or that “ Egyptian point ” is reached, when 
the difference between the price of lead or of Egyptian bonds in 
the two countries is just balanced, after allowing for the charges 
of transpoi t, by the premium at which a bill on A sells in B. The 
question whether any one thing such as lead can exercise any 
important influence in adjusting the balance of trade, depends 
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partly on its portability and partly on the extent of the market 
which it finds in either country. The power of gold for this 
purpose is therefore of primary importance between two coun- 
tries which have a gold currency, for gold has in each a practically 
unlimited market. But its influence would be iinich weaker if 
one of the countries had a paper currency or a silver currency. 

‘ Firstly, let us consider the trade between England and 
Russia. Gold prices in England and rouble prices in Russia 
are determined by the work which the currency has to do in either 
country, on the one hand, and the volume of that currency on the 
other. And when trade is/;/ etjuillbrium, ihe t^q/d price of the 
rouble XV ill be fixed at ihe 7‘aiio which gold prices in /England bear 
to rouble prices in /Russia. For suppose that it were not at this 
level, but were, say, below it ; that is, suppose the number ot 
roubles which were exchanged for one pound io be increased 
above tlie ratio which the goods priced at /jJ in England 
bore to those which were priced at a rouble in Ru-sj;ia, allowance 
being made for transport, then exporters from Russia would 
sell their goods for gold, which, when converted into rouble.s, 
wouid give them more than ordinary profits ; \v'hile importers 
into Russia would lose money if they sold their bills on Russia 
at the current rate of exchange. The immediate result would be, 
that these importers would refuse to sell at that price, but 
would prefer to buy Russian goods and bring them back. 
Exporters’ bills, in Russia would therefore be without any 
market at the old rate, and th(.*ir value, or in other words, the 
rouble price of the sovereign, would fall almost instantaneously. 
That is, the gold price of the rouble would, rise almost itistantan- 
eously until it was equal io the ratio in which gold, prices in. Hnglajtd 
ivould stand io rouble prices in Russia, In the same way it can 
be proved that the gold price of roubles cannot be in equili- 
brium above this level : and, therefore, that in equilibrium it 
must be at this level. ’ 

This purchasing power parity iheory is now coming to be 
recognized as the only intelligible explanation of the wayward 
course ot foreign exchanges at present. It is diffi^uit to account 
for the day-to-day movements in these ‘ conlounded exchanges ’ 
by any other hypothesis. Incidents such as remittances abroad, 
minor movements in trade balances, or sudden developments in 
international politics cannot explain, for instance, the following 
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table compiled by the Statist, dated 2Sth October, 1922, of the 
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That inflation overrides all other factors will be clear from 
a comparison of these with the established index numbers of 
wholesale coniinodities for the countries concerned, ‘ The 
compilations of the Frankfurter Zn'inufr for Germany show an 
advance in prices from (>,622 per cent above the pre-war level 
at the end of March (1922) to 28,819 per cent at the end of 
August (1922). The calculations of the Statistiqve Generate de 
la France show a rise for that country during the same period 
from 207*5 per cent above the pre-war level to 281*2 per cent : 
while for Italy Professor Bachi’s index number indicates an 
advance during these five months from 438*8 per cent above 
the 1918 level to 471*2 per cent/ ^ 

7. We have now seen that one of the most important 
factors governing deviations from the par of exchange is the 
estate of rnntual indebtedness. How does this arise ? 

(1) The foreign trade of a country is obviously an item in 
its credit and debit account with other countries. A country has 
to pay for the goods it imports from outside ; it is a debtor to 
the extent of its imports. It has to be paid for its exports ; it is 
a creditor to the extent of its exports. The exports of a country 
therefore increase the supply of bills of exchange on foreign 
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centres : its imports increase the demand ft)r them. For instance, 
the exporter from India sells his g^oods abroad and is paid in a 
bill of exchange on a toreign centre, usually London, which is 
the clearing house of the world. He purchases his produce in 
terms of rupees, but he is paid for his goods in terms of sterling, 
which he would naturally like to convert into rupees. He is 
therefore a seller of a bill of exchange in sterling. On the other 
hand, the importer in India, for similar reasons, is a buyer of 
sterling. Supply and demand for these bills of exchange on 
London are thus governed by the condition of trade between 
India and outside ; and the rate of exchange depends on the 
relation between exports and imports. 

Indian exports, being mainly raw agricultural produce, are 
affected materially by rains ; and consequently Indian exchange 
is dependent upon the character of the seasons. Normally, the 
busy season commences in September and is accompanied by 
steady exchange conditions. Exchange is most firm during the ; 
period October to May and is weakest in the slack season, June ■ 
to September. 

{2) Exports and imports are, however, not the only ground 
of international indebtedness. (A) International borrowing and 
lending is another item to be considered. If India borrows a 
large sum from England, the latter will be in the position of a 
debtor to us during the time the prineipal is being paid to us. 
This item will therefore figure on the credit side of India's 
account with England. A foreign loan thus tells against the 
balance, not of the borrowing country which receives the loan, 
but of the lending country which supplies it ; its effect is 
the same as that of additional exports from the country which 
borrows, or that of an increase in imports to the country which 
lends. In fact, the borrowing country exports its securities and 
the lending country imports foreign .securities. This is the im- 
mediate effect of the loan ; its ultimate effects are different. 
The interest on the loan will be an item on the debit side of 
India’s account with England ; so also will the repaymettt when 
India begins to repay the loan. 

(B) Another supplementary cause of international indebted- 
ness arises from the remittances by travellers, by those who reside 
abroad, and by philanthropists who contribute to the benevolent 
institutions of a foreign country. The earnings of Indian 
7 
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merchants abroad, so far as they are transmitted to India, make 
India a creditor, while the earnings of foreign merchants, remitted 
to their native countries, make India a debtor for the time being. 
vSimilarly, the expenditure of foreigners in India will be an 
item on the credit side of India’s account, while that of Indians 
going abroad for business, pleasure, or education will figure on 
the debit side. 

(C) Remittances by Governments constitute another item 
in international indebtedness. For instance, the expenditure of 
the Indian Government in London makes India a debtor to this 
extent ; and the payment of war indemnity by Germany to 
France will make Germany a debtor during the time the 
indemnity is being paid. 

(D) Lastly, there arc the payments due by one country to 
another owing to the commercial services rendered, e.g. com- 
missions and brokerages, freight, pilot and harbour dues, marine 
insurance, and other charges of the same sort. 

All these items affect the credit and debit side of a country’s 
account just as much as the export and import of ^oods ; hence 
those which figure on the credit side are often called ‘ invisible 
exports ’ and those that have to be placed on the debit side, 

‘ invisible imports 

The statement below compares India’s visible balance of 
trade during each of the years J9J9- 213 with the average of the 
five years preceding the war and of the five years of the war. 
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Jt is not easy to gfaiige arigrht the exact amount and value oF 
invisible exj)orts and imports at any particular moment. The 
most elusive among them is the purchase and sale of securities 
between one country and another, being a constantly fluctuating 
element, partly because of speculation in the stock exchanges of 
the world, and partly because of the shifting of bills from one 
centre to another under the influence of varying rates of disc(3unt 
at different centres. Sup]K)se the rate c^f discount in London 
is only '■? per cent, while that at New York is S per cent. 
It is cheaper then for a borrower to borrow in London than in 
New York. A New York borrower is then tempted to do so by 
drawing what is called a finanre bill on a London financier, who 
may have agreed foj* a consideration to accommodate him by 
allowing him to draw hills of exchange on him, though he really 
owes nothing to him. vSuch a bill of exchange, when accepted 
by a well-known London financier, is easily turned into cash in 
the London discount market at the prevailing rate of discount. 
It can for the same reason be offered for sale in New York 
just as any commercial bill of exchange, drawn by an exporter 
of produce in New York on an importer in London. It thus 
increases the supply of London bills, tends to lower their price, 
and turn the exchange against London. It is not the boyia fide 
borrower alone who resorts to this course when the rate of dis- 
count at a foreign centre is low ; the speculator in exchange 
finds the course equally profitable to him. If, for instance, the 
supply of London bills is less, then the demand for them in New 
York and the I.,ondon exchange rises, the siieculator who 
expects exchange to go down after a short time will be tempted 
to increase the supply of London bills by drawing finance bills 
on Londoners. As the price which these bills will fetch in 
dollars will be more satisfactory to the seller if the discount 
rate in London is low, the temptation to multiply finance bills ; 
will increase with every fall in the London discount rate. A low 
rate of discount in any financial centre thus stimulates the crea- ; 
tion of finance bills on it, increases the import of securities froni 
outside, and tends to turn the foreign exchanges against it, and, ^ 
to the extent that it is a free market in gold, produce an outflow 
of gold from it. y , ' 

8. This outflow of gold was a matter of very serious cuiise- . 
quences to the trade of a country in pre-war days, when the 
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r commercial nations of the world were all on a j^old basis 

and so practically used the same currency, gold. Any great 
; depletion of the stock of gold in a country led to a curtailment 
.of credit facilities by banks and note-issuing authorities, whose 
business required them to keep a proper proportion of cash to 
demand-liabilities. Adverse exchanges thus threatened to create 
stringency in the money-market, and led to a sudden withholding 
of credit facilities to merchants and traders who trade largely on 
credit. 

No country could therefore afford to leave its exchange 
entirely unregulated ; and different devices were adopted by dif- 
ferent countries to prevent a drain of gold in any considerable 
quantity. England, which in pre-war days was pre-eminently 
a creditor country, attempted to achieve this object by curtail- 
ing its short period loans to other countries through a rise in 
the market rate of discount. This was enough to correct adverse 
exchanges in London, for the balance of accounts of a creditor 
country like England was, in the absence of any lending o])era- 
rions, norfnatly in its favour. 

The raising of the market rate of discount in London was a 
com])arative1y easy matter in days when Bageliot wrote his 
classic on r.»ombard Street, for the members of the London dis- 
count market then depended upon the Bank of England for the 
supply of funds to carry on their discount business. A rise in 
^ the , bank rate compelled the discount market to raise its market 
' rate, for the discounting institutions could not afford to 
‘lend at a lower rate than the one at wliich they borrowed funds 
from the Hank of England. But in subsequent years, the relative 
position of the Bank of England and other discounting institu- 
tions had changed considerably. Banks, bill brokers, and dis- 
. count hoiivses in London had then large independent funds of 
their ov\n^^and did not feel themselves compelled to raise their 
rate pf discount merely because the Bank of England raised its 
bank rate. 

In order to raise the market rate of discount, the Bank of 
j England was often obliged to assume control of the money mar- 
ket by borrowhii^ money in it. This step reduced the amount of 
/ cash in hand and at the Bank of England held by other Lon- 
don banks as their first line of defence against a run on them, 
and compelled them not only to reduce their discounting busi- 
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ness but also to call in money lent by tlieni to ‘ bill brokers 
their second line of defence, with a view to providing themselves 
with an adequate cash reserve. The market was thus compelled 
to raise its rate of discount ; in other words, the bank rate be- 
came effective. ; 

Such, however, was not the case witli other gold standard 
countries. The device of raising the bank rate was, by itself, , 
ineffective against the tendency towards an outward drain of 
gold produced by adverse exchanges. Lt had to be supported 
by other props in order to achieve the object in view. France 
depended, for the support of its exchange, upon a large gold 
reserve and a policy of partial suspension of free payments in 
gold. Germany resorted to the use of these two props, besides 
keeping in reserve a large holding of foreign bills and credits 
which were sold in the international market in case of need. 
Reliance on these devices, especially the last one, was much 
more marked in the case of countries of less financial strength 
like Russia, Austria-Hungary and the vSeandinavian countries, 
Sweden, Norway aud Denmark. 'Phus when the money-market 
of a country was not a creditor in the international world of 
finance, the Central Bank of that country took special care to 
become one with a view to placing itself, at short notice, in funds 
at foreign centres in case of a foreign drain of gold. The only 
other courses open were, either to hold a large reserve of gold 
so as to have a surplus always available for export, or to decline 
temporarily to deliver gold on demand and permit a premium 
on gold. 

The position of India in the money-markets of the world 
was similar to these lesser countries of Europe : she, too, was a 
borrower in the international money-market. If she was to 
adopt a gold standard and regulate its exchange within definite 
limits, she could only succeed in this object by means of a large 
reserve in gold or a large holding of foreign securities. This 
was the behind the currency changes of the period 1893- 
1900.* 

9. It may interest the reader at this stage to note the vari- 
ous ways in which attempts were made to ‘ control exchanges ’ 

' For a further treatment of this .see Hartley Withers’ Meaning of Mone)* 
and J. M. Keynes’ Indian Currency and Finance. 



INDIAN CURRENCY AND EXCHANGE 


■■ H 

during the war period. A recent writer (Mr. Gregory) classifies 
the various methods of exchange regulation actually adopted 
by European countries as follows : — 

(«) hicrease in the means of purchase available abroad: — 

(1) Appropriation of domestically held securities avail- 
able for sale in foreign countries. 

(!i) Loans abroad from private individuals or Govern- 
ment Banks. 

(3) Export of gold. 

(4) Different prices, i.e., monopolization or regulation 

of exports and export prices of articles with in- 
elastic demand. 

{b') Decrease i7i the 7ieccssity of payments abroad: — 

(1) Restrictions on the importation of ‘ luxury * goods. 

(Z) Restrictions on the exportation of capital by the 
purchase of foreign securities. 

(3) Centralization of exchange dealings by compulsory 

transfer of foreign currency to a central regulat- 
ing authority. 

(4) Proiubitioiis of exports of local currency. 

(r) Rey[vlaiion of the fluctuations in value of local cur- 
rency, 

(1) Rate fixing — ‘ exchange pegging 

{2) Penalties for speculation in exchange. 

Of these various methods, the most successful was the policy 
known as ‘ pegging ’ the exchanges. Down to about March. 

1 919, the exchanges of the United Kingdom, France and Italy 
with the United States were ‘ pegged *. The Governments of 
these countries owed large sums of money to America on 
account of their large American purchases ; but the normal 
means of remittance to New York were not available in suffi- 
cient quantity. The supply of dollar bills for European export 
was altogether inadequate ; and if an attempt had been made 
to remit the balance by export of ycoldy European reserves of 
gold would all have been exhausted. Even then, a huge deficit 
would still have remained. The Governments of these countries 
were therefoYe obliged to resortiito some other means of meet- 
.ing the situation. They organized the expcrt"t of such securities 
jiieJd by their citizens as were saleable in New York, contracted 
loans with American firms, and, after the entry of the United 
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States into the war, with the American Government. ‘ These ^ 
arrangements did not, indeed, of themselves involve any abso-' 
lute pegging of the exchange. But the British Government 
adopted, partly on political grounds, the further policy of offer-j 
ing its borrowed dollars against sterling at the rate of 4-76! 
dollars to the pound. The result was that private persons having'? 
claims to dollars would never sell them, whatever the trade and 
price position, on bet.er terms than this. The British exchange 
was pegged absolutely by Government action ; and a similar, 
though less effective policy was pursued by the other Allied 
Governments. Even for the United Kingdom the pegging was 
not exactly at the point of pre-war parity, but it was only a trifle; 
below this.’ ^ 


' Figou. Ec.J., Uec. J92U 



CHAPTER V 


rHE GOLD EXCHANGE wSTANDARD IN 1NDIA~*TTS 
THEORY, MECHANISM AND EVOLUTIONARY 
HISTORY 

“’‘M. We are now in a position to understand the main features 
and the underlying principles of the currency system that was 
established in India during the period 1893-1900. 

As stated at the end of the first chapter, the pre-war 
Indian currency system is commonly described as a ^old-exckan^e 
stimdard. Its essentials were : (1) the use of two currencies, one 
for local and the other for international purposes, and (2) a 
mechanism to maintain the value of the local currency in terms 
of the international at a certain maximum rat^ In other words, 
for all internal purposes the rupee was the standard in India, 
but for external purposes, i.e. for payments abroad, ^^old was 
available in pre-war days at an approximately constant rate in 
terms of rupees. Its special features then were : ‘ First, that 
■the actual medium of exchange (was) a local currency distinct 
from the international currency ; second, that the Government 
l^was) more ready to redeem the local currency (rupees) in bills 
payable in international currency (gold) at a foreign centre 
(London) than to redeem it outright locally ; and third, that the 
^Government having taken on itself the responsibility for provid- 
^ing local currency in exchange for international currency, and for 
changing back local currency into international currency, when 
required (had to) keep two kinds of reserves, one for each of 
these purposes.’* 

The system thus involved an attempt to divorce the value of 
the rupee from the value of the silver in it, and to regulate it 
artificially at a constant rate in terms of the British sovereign. 
This, as we have already shown, was impossible so long as 
India had ‘ open mints The first step in the direction of 
giving an aiitificial value to the rupee was, therefore, to close the 
mints to the free coinage of silver. This was done in 1893 in 


^ J. M. Keynes. 
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accordance with the recommendations of a Royal Commission 
presided over by Lord Herschell. Since then, the value of 
the rupee has not depended on the market value of its silver 
contents. 

Through the operation of certain forces which we shall 
examine later on, the value of the rupee rose gradually, in 
relation to gold, from 13(/. in 1895, to 15 in lcS98, and to 
in 1899. From that year onward till 1917, the external 
value of the rupee was fixed in the neighbourhood of 1 a-. 4^/. 

2. How did Government attempt to prevent a rise in the 
value of the rupee above this level ? Suppose at any time there 
was a tendency for the rupee-sterling exchange to rise above 1a. 
h/. owing, say, to a favourable balance of accounts. There 
would then be an increase in the demand of remittance to India , 
and if the tendency to a rise in exchange was to be counteracted, 
there must be adequate means of meeting this increased demand. 
Government provided these in thi'ec different ways : (1) It 

undertook in 1898 to accept in payment of sums due from 
the public sovereigns and half-sovereigns at Rs. 15 to the 
pound sterling, and declared in 1899 that sovereigns and half^; 
sovereigns coined at any royal mint were legal tender in 
India at the rate, one sovereign for Rs. 15. This enabled 
foreigners to discharge their obligations to Indian merchants 
by exporting sovereigns to India. (2) It further undertook 
to issue to the public through the Controller of Paper Currency 
and the Mint Masters, currency notes and silver rupees in 
exchange for gold coin and bullion at the rate of l.v. 4rf. the 
rupee, or fifteen rupees to the pound sterling. In effect this 
amounted to an undertaking on the part of Government to .supply 
an unlimited quantity of rupees at this rate, and so the value of the 
rupee could not possibly go appreciably higher than this. (8) As the^ 
demand for Indian currency came mostly from foreign merchants 
who imported sovereigns into India only to exchange them 
into rupees, Government came forward to offer them rupees in 
India in exchange for sovereigns in Londo7i by selling Council bills 
(i.e. bills drawn by the India Council on the Indian Government) 
at a rate approximately of a rupee for Is. 4d. To some extent, 
this was convenient both to British merchants and to the Indian 
Government. It practically amounted to a vQmittance in rupees 
froip the British importer to the seller of Indian produce in India 
8 



58 


INDIAN CURRENCY AND EXCHANGE 


Government was thus obliged to provide large reserves of 
rupees in India to meet the ‘ demands of trade ’ for Council Bills. 
These consisted of : (a) The cash balances at the Indian treas- 
uries, (^) rupees in the Paper Currency Reserve in India, (r) the 
rupee section of the Gold Standard Reserve, built up out of the 
^rofit^ fr^m coinage, and ((/) the new coinage from the mints, 
wheir necessary, x^ll these measures were calculated to provide 
adequate means of increasing the supply of local currency to any 
amount , necessary to bring dou’// the value of the rupee very 
nearly to Is. 4^., and proved, till 1917, quite effective in preven- 
ting the specific appreciation of the rupee in terms of sterling 
above this level. 

3. This, however, was only one side of the problem of rupee- 
sterling exchange, and by no means the more important one. 
The motive behind the monetary changes of the period 1893- 99 
was the desire of Government to prevent a (all and not a rise 
in the gold value of the rupee. Suppose the rupee showed a 
tendency to depreciate in terms of the British sovereign owing to 
an unfavourable balance of accounts. How was such a situation 
to be met ? 

^ It was obviously unwise at such a moment to continue t*» 
sell Council bills in the same volume as before ; that would only 
tqnd to depreciate further the sterling value of the rupee, (i ) 
'JPhe hrst thing that the Secretary of State had to do in times of 
weat exchange was, therefore, to support it by restricting 

Atlie sale of Council bills, and, if he could not get at least \s, 
3||rf., by completely withdrxwing from the exchange market. (2) 
:ln such a contingency, he had to devise some other means of 
V.ecovering money from India to meet his expenditure on behalf 
qf India in London. He had to fall back upon his cash balances 
in London, and, if they proved insufficient, on the gold branch of 
-the Indian Paper Currency in London. The Indian Government 
had to transfer at the same time equivalent amounts in rupees 
[to the Paper Currency Reserve in India, in order that the total 
valuer of the Indian Paper Currency Reserve as a whole might 
^reJttiaih the same as before. fS) It was possible that at times 
even this complete cessation of sale of Council bills might 
prove insufficient to restore exchange to its old parity, Is. 
^4d. On such occasions. Government was to ivithdraw rupees 
from circulation in India by selling reverse council bills (i.e. bills 
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drawn by the Indian Government on the Secretary of State in 
London), payable in sterling at the rate of 1.?. fur a rupee 

out of India’s gold reserves kept in London, This by itself would 
amount to a procCwSS of deflation or a contraction of rupees or 
notes in circulation in India. The resulting scarcity of Indian 
currency, other things remaining the same, would therefore tend 
to restore the value of the rupee back to its parity. 

The first set of measures described in para. 3 thus prevented 
the sterling value of the rupee from rising above l.v, 4^/. by 
more than the cost of remitting sovereigns to India, while the 
second set enumerated in para. .3 prevented it from falliny: 
below Is, In other words, the extreme limits of variation 

of the rupee-sterling exchange were l.v. IJc/. and \s, 

‘ These variations were intended to, and did, correspond to the 
differences which in normal times constant^' occur between 
actual exchange rates and theoretical par of exchange in trans- 
actions between countries, of which both are on a gold standard 
with free import and export of gold in both directions.’ * 

4. The pre-war Indian currency system, like all other gold- 
exchange standards, was thus based o)i the following three 
principles 

(1) ‘ Government control of the amount of the issues, so 
as to keel) them within the demands of trade for legal-tender ( 
money. 

(3) Acceptance of the coins at their legal value for publig 
dues and private debts. ^ 

(3) The sale of drafts at or near par upon gold-exchange 
funds kept at the financial centre of the world.’ 

We may now sum up the main features of the pre-war 
currency system of India as follows : — 

(1) The Indian mints were closed to the free coinage of 
silver, the control over flie ambiiht*^^ new silver coinage being 
exercised entirely by Government. 

(2) The British S()verei^g[n jya tender in 

India at the rate of £1 to Rs. 1.5, and was convertible at this 
rate. 

(3) The without limit of 

amount, but itvraiiijio^^ under the laiv, 

^ Sir Lionel Abraham’s Memorandum A. before the Babington Smith 
Committee. 
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though, as a matter of convenience, Government was sometimes 
willing to exchange sovereigns for rupees at the rate of for 
Rs. 15. 

(4) The sterling value of the rupee was so regulated as to 
confine its fluctuations within the upper limit Lv. and the? 
lower limit Ls. 

(5) With a view to working this system of regulating the 
value of the rui)ee, Government became one of the largest 
exchange dealers in the market, and had to keep „t\ yp ki jidj^jpj! 
re serv es, the one mainly in rupees and the other chiefly in 
sterling, the one located in India and the other in London. Both 
in India and London these reserves were kept 

• inents. 'Hie reserves in India consisted of : {a) the Treasury 
Balances, (d) the Paper Currency Reserve and (r) the Gold 
^ Standard Reserve ; the reserves in London included : (a) the 
India Office Balances, (O the London branch of the Papei 
Currency Reserve, Lind (r) the London branch of the Gold 
^Standard Reserve. Although each of these was created for a 
specific object, all were available in case of need for the general 
object of support (xc/tajt^v, and thus constituted ^ practiraUy 
onr shigk iund' ^ 

5. The foregoing paragraphs must not lead the reader to 
think that the system de.scribed therein was deliberately adopted 
^ cotisisteni ivJwlcxw J89:ioreven in 1899. Like all English 
' institutions, it was ‘ the result of a series of experiments ’ 
extending over a pretty long period. The authorities had no 
, (Hear idea of the final object to be attained in 1893 or in 1S99, 
The different parts of the system were created at different dates, 
. arid the system as a whole was the final resuli of piecemeal 
(Changes, brought about more by the logic of events than by 
systematic thinking on the part of any particular individual or 
individuals. It was only in 1913 that these different changes 
came to be reviewed and examined as parts of a whole ; it is 
; only since then that the authorities came to be finally committed 
to the maintenance of the gold-exchange standard. 

A brief history of the currency changes between 1893 and 
1910 is therefore necessary for understanding clearly the 
evolutionary nature of the growth of the system. The first date 


^ Chamberlain Commission 
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to note is the year 1891?, when a Royal Commission known as the ' 
Herschell Commission was appointed to suggest measures for ^ 
preventing constant fluctuations in exchange, due to the steady / . 
fall in the value of silver during the preceding two decades. 
Its report was submitted in 1893, and, in pursuance oi its recom- *;; 
mendations, Government closed the Indian mints to the free y, 
coinage of silver and issued a notification fixing 1^. per rupee ’ 
as the rate at which rupees or notes would be supplied by the 
Commissioners of Paper CniTency and Mint Masters in exchange 
for gold coin and bullion. In 1898, Government appointed - 
another Royal Commission with Sir Henry H. Fowler, M. P., '] 
as Chairman, to consider the results attained by the previous 
measures, and advise Government as to the policy to be pursued 
thereafter. Soon after the appointment of the Commission, 
exchange touched Is, 4r/., and conditions continued so favourable 
to this rate during the succeeding months, that by the time the 
committee issued its report, over ;^4,5()(),000 of gold tendered 
in exchange for notes at the rate of Lv. 4(1, per rupee, had accu- 
mulated in the Paper Currency Reserve in India. This " 
encouraged Government to pass Acts Nos. 1 1 and VITI of 1898, 
authorizing the issue of notes in India against gold held in 
Lo7ido?i by the Secretary of State, and ear-marked at the Bank of 
England as part of the Indian Paper Currency Reserve, and to 
sell freely council drafts in London to meet the ‘ demands of 
trade ’ for rupees or notes in India. 'Phe report of the Fowler 
Committee approved of the closure of the mints, and decided 
in favoui of fixing the rupee permanently at L*. 4(i, The Com- 
missioners looked forward ‘ to the effective establishment of a 
gold standard and. currc7icy based on the principles of the free 
inflow and outflow of gold,' and recommended several mea.sures 
with a view to make an appreciable advance towards that goal. 

In pursuance of their recommendations, Government passed 
Act XXII of 1899, declaring sovereigns and half-sovereigns ^ 
legal tender throughout India at the rate of 1 sovereign for 15 
rupees ; and set apart in 1900 the profits on the coinage of rupees, 
to form a special reserve subsequently known as the Gold 
Standard Reserve. Contrary to the idea of the Fowler Committee, [ 
the reserve was, however, located not in India but in Lojidou, 
Although gold coins were now legal tender in India and 
Government made an active effort to induce people to use 
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sovereigns us a medium of circulation, the public continued to 
demand rupees, and eventually forced Government to resume the 
> coinage of rupees in 1900. This fresh coinage necessitated 
recourse to the London silver market, and Government asked 
from the Legislature temporary authority to use the gold held 
in the Paper Currency Chest in Tx)ndon, for the purchase of 
. silver for coinage, and to treat the silver so purchased as part 
of the reserve against notes in circulation during the interval 
between purchase and mintage. Act IX of 1902 made this 
arrangement permanent. In 1904, the continuous demand for 
rupees in India was met by a notification of the Secretary of 
State, signifying his willingness to sell Council bills on India at 
Lc. 4:ld. the rupee wUhoiii limit. In 1905, further demand for 
rupees made it necessary to provide the vSecretary of vState 
with sufficient sterling resources in London to be utilized for 
the purchase of silver ; and this was done by shipping to London 
.5, 000, 0(X) sovereigns out of the accumulated stock in the Paper 
Currency Reserve in India to be held as part of that reserve in 
d^ondon. In 19()(>-()7 the need of providing larger reserves of 
rupees in order to meet the increasing demand for remittance to 
^ India, led Government to institute the rupee branch of the Gold 
Standard Reserve, which thenceforward consisted of two portions, 
one held in sterling in London, the other in rupees in India. So 
far, the Indian currency system had met with only fair weather ; 

' ^.btat a partial failure of the summer monsoon in 1907 caused 
vthe Indian exchange to be weak in November 1907. Government 
" was then obliged to have recourse to all the expedients described 
^ in a preceding paragraph for preventing a fall in the value of 
the rupee, including the sale of reverse council bills or sterling 
drafts on I^ondon at 1^. the rupee. The system had by 

, this time developed all the essential features of a gold exchange 
standard, and came as such under the searching examination of 
the Chamberlain Commission in 1915. The report of the Com- 
mission endorsed generally the policy and principles underlying 
the establishment of the gold-exchange standard in India, but 
made important recommendations regarding ‘ the use of gold 
as currency, the minting of gold ia-Undia, the development of 
note-issue, the utilization of Government balances, the sale of 
drafts on India and London, the constitution and location of 
the Gold Standard and Paper Currency Reserves, the organi- 
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zation for the discharg:e of financial business at the India Office, 
and the question of establishing a State or Central Bank in 
India. ’ While these recommendations were still under con- 
sideration war broke out, and ‘ it was decided to postpone 
further action until the return of normal conditions.’ 



CHAPTER VI 


THE INDIAN EXCHANGE MARKET 

1. We have examined in chapter iv the natural forces that 
cause fluctuations in exchange, and noted in chapter v the fact 
that exchange between India and England in pre-war days was 
not left merely to the automatic working of these natural forces, 
but was legulated by Government. It attempted to fix the 
upper and lower limits of the rupee-sterling exchange by 
■ entering the exchange-market whenever the i)rice of sterling 
' rose above or tell below certain points. In practice, this amount- 
ed to regulating not merely the exchange between India and 
England, but also within limits that between India and other 
foreign centres, for most of the transactions in foreign trade 
were either settled in sterling or passed through London, the 
clearing-house of the world in pre-war days. The rupee-sterling 
exchange was then the dominating factor in the Bombay 
or Calcutta exchange with all foreign commercial and financial 
centres, and was therefore the only exchange in which practical 
business men felt themselves interested. 

' , 2. Let us now glance at the constituent members of this 

rupee- sterling exchange market. As already explained in a 
previous chapter, it consists of buyers and sellers of sterling 
bills in India. Among the former, we have already mentioned 
:^»the importers of merchandise who have to pay for their imports. 

Next, we have the exchange banks and bullion dealers who 
^"'import specie in India and pay for it in London; thirdly, there 
is the group of miscellaneous people who on various grounds 
j/,have to rcTnit money to London ; and lastly there is the Govern- 
^ f ment whicli figures as a buyer of sterling when it takes over 
imported specie or when it cashes the Secretary of State’s Council 
drafts. Similarly sterling bills are sold by (i) exporters of 
j Indian produce : (ii) exchange banks and bullion dealers 
' when they export specie ; (iii) importers of funds from England 
into India ; and (iv) Government when it sells Reverse Councils. 
^ As the most important of the members enumerated above are 
; (1) the exchange banks and (2) the Government, the part played 
by each deserves a somewhat detailed description. 
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3. Like all other banks, the exchange banks receive depo- 
sits, grant loans, and deal in overdrafts and discounts. But 
the characteristic part of their business, and the one which 
distinguishes them from other banks, consists in their financing 
India’s foreign trade and dealing in Indian exchange. They 
employ a large part of their funds in purchasing or discounting 
bills of exchange, particularly those which are drawn against 
export trade. These are of two kinds : (1) The ‘ documents 
against acceptance ’ (D-A’s), i.e., the documents which will enable 
the buyer of goods to get the goods out of the shipper or the 
warehouse of a bank, on his ‘ accepting ’ the bill ; and (2) bills 
against which the documents will be given up only on payment 
(D-P\s). They arc usually drawn at three months’ sight. 
As the exchange banks generally discount far more of these bills 
than their own funds would warrant, they have to obtain the 
necessary additional cash in London by rediscounting the D-A’s 
in London. They experience no difficulty in this matter, as 
these bills are generally drawn on, and accepted by, well-known 
Ivondon houses. 'Fhe bulk of the Indian export trade is thus 
financed by funds borrowed from the London money-market. 

The London branches of these banks deal also in bills 
negotiated in London and drawn on Indian importers. As a rule, 
these bills are not rediscounted, the exchange banks using their 
own funds to finance the import trade. 

As in pre-war days India had usually a favourable balance 
of trade, and bills against exports exceeded those against imports, 
the exchange banks were very often in possession of larger 
funds in London than they could utilize there in financing India’s 
import trade. These surplus funds were needed badly in India 
for the purchase or discount of export bills ; and so they remitted 
them to India by (I) buying the Secretary of State’s Council 
bills, giving sterling in London in exchange for rupees in India ; 
and (2) shipping to India sovereigns or bullion (gold or silver) 
in large amounts. 

4. These exchange banks were the best customers for the 
Secretary of State’s Council bills. Although himself one of the 
largest dealers in exchange, he did not compete with them 
for business in Indian exchange. He conducted his exchange 
business not with the trading public but only indirectly 
through the exchange banks. He was their ultimate source oi 

■ ^ ’ 
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supply tor on India. His council bills, when sold below 

the rate at which it was profitable to ship sovereigns or specie 
* to India, provided them with easy means of transferring their 
funds from England to India. 

The procedure followed by the Secretary of State in selling 
these council bills in pre-war days is described by the Chamber- 
' lain Commission as follows : * On each Wednesday, a notice is 
exhibited at the Bank of ICngland inviting tenders to be sub- 
mitted on the following Wednesday, for bills of exchange and 
telegraphic transfers on the Indian Government authorities at 
Calcutta, Madras, and Bombay. The notice states a limit which 
the aggregate amounts will not exceed. The Secretary of vState 
does not bind himself to allot the wliole amount mentioned in 
. the notice, and as a matter of practice does not accept any 
: applications at a price lower than Is. for transfers. The 

price charged for telegraphic transfer is ordinarily higher by 
per rupee than that charged for bills, but when the Calcutta 
or Bombay Bank rate exceeds 8 i>er cent, tenders for trans- 
fers rank for allotment with tenders for bills only if they are 
iV^* liightjr. Allotment is made to the highest bidders, and 
when the total amount exceeds the amount offered, allotment is 
made f^ro rata. When the tenders received on Wednesday have 
been dealt with, the amount to be offered for tender oti the 
following Wednesday is decided upon, the main consideration 
being the requirements of the India O the strength of 

the demand. Intei'me^iate^^^^^^ or “ special ’ .'bills and transfers 
can be obtained on other days of tUe , week at a price fixed by 
ithe India Office at not Jejss higher than the lowest 

^prices at which allotments have been made on the preceding 
Wednesday, the exact rate and the maximum amount of such 
“ intermediate being fixed for the week each Wednesday.’ 

It will be seen from the above that the price charged for 
telegraphic transfers wa.s usually per rupee higher than that 
for bills. The reason for this is easy to understand. The bills 
could not be changed into rupees at Calcutta, Bombay, or 
Madras for about a fortnight after the sale, on account of the 
time taken by ‘the mail ; but ‘ telegraphic transfers ’ could be 
encashed in India only a few hours after the Secretary of State 
received their sterling price in London. The purchaser of a 
telegraphic transfer thus obtained his rupees in India a fortnight 
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earlier, and was on that account asked to pay for this privilege 
a sum equal to 5 per cent on the money for a fortnight, i.e,, 
about per rupee. If, however, the rate of interest in India 
at any time exceeded 8 per cent, he was made to pay ^^^d, per 
rupee, i.e., approximately the interest on a rupee for a fortnight 
at the rate of 10 per cent. 

What determined the amount of the council bills sold by 
the Secretary of State for India ? Government policy, in this 
respect, has varied from time to time with the change of ideas 
regarding the object of council bills. Up to the year 1898, 
this weekly auction of council drafts was nothing more than a 
cheap and simple means of remitting money to the India Office 
on account of various items (including interest on the public 
debt of India, pensions and furlough allowances of retired civil 
and military officers, purchase of stores in London on behalf 
of the Indian Government, expenditure of the India Office, etc., 
etc.) known collectively as the * Home charges ’. Till then, the 
volume of the council bills sold was mainly determined by the 
amount required to defray the Home charges, chough occasion-, 
ally the wSccretary of vState took advantage of a favourable rate 
of exchange to transfer to London more than was needed for 
this purpose. ‘ But the system existed simply as a means of 
remitting to London so much of the Cjovernment balances as it 
was desirable to make available in London. Its main justifica- 
tion lay in the fact that it was both effective and profitable to 
the Indian Government, and convenient to trade in providing a 
ready means of selling a large part of the debts due by people in 
this country (England), and elsewhere, to people in India for the 
surplus of exix>rts over imports.’ ' 

After 1898, the function of these council bills was enlarged ; 
and, as already explained in chapter v, they became a very 
important part of the general mechanism for the maintenance of ' 
the gold-exchange standard. They were thereafter used as a 
means of preventing the inflow into India of sovereigns and their 
re-export by Government to Londem, either for the iDurpose of 
purchasing silver for fresh coinage ot rupees, or to ‘ avoid the 
useless accumulation of gold in the Paper Currency Reserve in 
India.’ Suppose India had in any year a favourable balance of 


^ Chamberlain Comiuissiou. 
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* trade, and .sovereig:ns flowed into it and were presented at the 
Government treasuries for encashment into rupees or notes. 
Government would then be obliged to mint more rupees ; the 
silver needed for this purpose would be purchased in London ; 
and sovereigns would have to be shipped back to London, either 
to pay for this silver, or to be credited to the Gold Standard 
Reserve there as profits from new coinage. To avoid this 
double loss — the cost of sending gold to India and the expense 
of bringing it back to Lf)ndon — the Secretary of State considered 
it necessary ‘ to sell siiflicient drafts, not merely to meet his 
own requirements on revenue and capital account, but also to 
satisfy the demands of trade up to such an amount as will enable 
the balance of trade in India’s favour, over and above the amount 
of Home charges on revenue and cai)ital account, to be settled 
without the export to India, on private account, of more gold than 
is actually required in India for absorption by the public.’ 

Thus the council drafts were ‘ sold freely ', that is to say, as 
Iqpg as there was a demand for them ajid as long as it could be 
> 'met from the rupee resources of Government. 

In 1913, the Chamberlain Commission was asked by various 
witnesses to consider various limitations on the amount of 
council bills to be sold, and to lay down a rule for future 
guidance, 'fhey rejected the suggestion that the vSecretary of 
State should never sell more than the amount of his Home 
charges, ov that he should adjust the sales in such a manner 
as always to keep his cash balances frojn rising much above the 
working figure of ^4,000,000. Nor did they approve of the 
principle that the demands ol trade 'S>ho\\\il be the only determining 
factor in the volume of the council bills sold. Their view was 
that the extent of the sale of the council drafts should depend on 
the ‘ requirements of (rovernvicni, whether immediate or prospective, 
for funds in London ’. Though they recognized that convenience of 
trade and regnlation of cxchany^e were important considerations 
for the India Office in the management of this system, they 
thought that in some of the official explanations on the subject, 
too much stress had been laid upon these aspects and too little 
attention given, to the primary and by far the most important 
function of the council drafts, namely, the transfer to London from 
India of public funds to meet the requirements of the Secretary 
of State in London. And they came to the conclusion that ‘ the 
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interests of trade tverc in themselves no justification ’ for selling: 
council drafts in excess of the Secretary of State's needs, 
immediate and prospective ; for if, to accommodate trade, the 
vSecretary of State were actually to go ])cyond this standard, ‘ it 
would mean that he would bring to London money for which he 
^had no need and that sooner or later he would have to send it 
back to India ! ’ 

It is evident from what has been said above, that in pre-war 
days the volume of council bills depended, partly at any rate, 
upon the discretion of the Secretary of State. But he was not 
in the position of a monopolist who could, by limitins: the sui)ply 
of a commodity, dictate his own price ; for the council bills were 
not the only means of making remittances to India. As the British 
sovereign was legal tender at the rate of Rs. 15 per sovereign, 
the export of sovereigns to India provided an alternative mode of 
‘remittance. The i)rice of council bills could not therefore 
exceed the equivalent amount of sovereigns (calculated at the 
rate of Rs. 15 per pound) plus the cost of sending sovereigns 
to India. In pre-war days, this cost did not generally go beyond 
\d, per rupee; and so the maximum value of the rupee was 
then L. ^^d, But sometimes this cost was a good deal less than 
\d,\ and as it depended upon a number of vari^^ble factors 
governing its component items (insurance, freight, and interest 
during the period of transit), it was not always easy to say 
exactly at what price the export of g<;ld to India would become 
a serious competitor of bills as a means of remittance. 
Occasionally, sovereigns in transit from Australia to London or 
those ready for exj^ort from Egypt, were bought by the banks 
as the cheapest form of remittance to India, and the wSecretary 
of vState was obliged to cut down his price of council bills owing 
to this competition. 

The Secretary of State, then, was the largest dealer in the 
rupee-sterling exchange market, and was able to some extent to 
control the level of this exchange by regulating his sales of 
• council bills. But these bills were not the only means of 
adjusting Indians trade balances. The precious metals played 
in this adjustment a part only a little less important than council 
drafts, as can easily be seen from the following table (given in 
the Babington Smith Committee’s Report) indicating the balance 
of trade on private account, the net imports of treasure on 
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])nvate accoiiiu, and the sales of council drafts for the period 
1904 1914 


Year 

Excess of expori.s . 
over imports on 
private account 

Net import.s of 
treasure on private 
account (gold and 
silver coin and 
bullion) 

Net sales of council 
drafts (i.e., council 
drafts less Re.serve 
drafts) 


R.s. 

R.S. 

Rs 

1904-5 ... 

4,0.5,48,200 

l,(i7,00,00n 

2.41,50,0(Ki 

1!X)5-S ... 

.3,90,80,700 

90.40,900 

3,18,80,000 

liMXi 7 ... 

4.55,0<i,(i00 

1,44,20,000 

3,40,09,400 

1907-S ... 

3,10,40,000 

1,82,53,300 

1,. 50,70,700 

190S-‘) ... 

2.1 1,7.3,300 

1,11,10,300 

.53, 35, .300 

'I'otal ... 

J7,79,.S4,S00 

7,01,37,100 

11,11,17,400 

I‘K)9-10 ... 

4,72,13,000 

2,00,88,000 ! 

2,77,10,000 

1910-n ... 

.S, 30, 85, 300 

2,17,00.000 

2,03,89,800 

1911-12 ... 

5,95,12,900 

2,87.00,000 

2,69,17,500 

1912-13 ... 

5,70,20,900 

2,94,35,000 

2,59,83,500 

1913-14 ... 

4,37,53,900 

1,97,13,000 

3,12,00,800 

'fotal ... 

20,11,80,000 1 

12,02,42,000 

13,82,02,200 
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THE INDIAN CURRENCY SYSTEM DURING . 

• THE PERIOD 1914- J 9 / 

J. We hav^e so far dealt with the Indian eurrency system as 
it existed up to the year 1914 ; we have now to notice the efFecis 
of war on it. 

At the first shock of war, a sense of insecurity prevailed in 
the country ; and from the month of Au^just, 1914, to the early 
autumn of 1915, a general dislocation of trade and business led to 
weakening of exchange, withdrawals of vSavings Pank deposits, 
demand for conversion oi notes, and a scramble for gold. 
Government met the situation boldly. 'Phey supported exchange 
by selling reverse councils to the extent of ,^8,707,000 between 
the t)th August, 1914 and the 2Sth January. 1915. This 
greatly restored confidence ; and thereafter lor nearly two years 
the iluctuations of Indian exchange were insignificant. The run 
on the Savings Banks resulted in the net withdrawal of over 
8 crores of rupees during the year 1914 15 ; but the promptness 
with which Government met all claims soon restored confidence, 
and the tide turned in 191 5 -lb, when deposits began to increase 
again. The abnormal demand for the conversion of currency 
notes into rupees resulted in a net return of currency notes to 
the extent of 10 crores between .‘list July, 1914 and 31st March, 
1915 ; but the steps taken to meet this demand f(;r encashment 
checked uneasiness, and the crisis passed away in the spring of 
1915. The keen demand fur gold in exchange for notes resulted 
in the loss by Government of about jCl, 800,000 of gold between 
the 1st and the 4th of August, 1914, and forced Government 
to suspend the issue of gold to the ijublic from the 5th 
August, 1914. 

• On the whole the disquieting symptoms lasted only for a 
short period, and with the restoration of confidence the Indian 
Government found it unnecessary to have recourse either to the > 
expedient of a moratorium or to the inconvertibility of the note- 
issue, as Governments of many European countries found it 
necessary to do during the period. The mechanism of the 
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Indian currency system worked quite sjuoothly right up to the 
end of nut) ; but new complications arose soon after that. 

2. Se.veral causes contributed to these new difficulties. In 
; the first place, the balance of trade in India's favour began to 
increase. Taking the three years, 1916 -17, 1917-18, and 1918-19, 
we find that the average balance of trade in India’s favour 
rose to ;^59,601,1(X) as against ^53,429,200, the average of the 
last three years of the pre-war i)eriod (1911-12 to 1913-14). This 
increased greatly the demand for local currency, which was 
/ further intensified by exceptional disbursements made by the 
Government of India on behalf of His Majesty’s Gov^ernment, 
amounting to over ^'240,000,000 during the five years, 1914-19. 

riie Government of India, however, were at this time in a 
specially unfavourable position for meeting this large demand of 
currency. 'Phere was a marked reduction during the war of 
imports of gold from Australia and Egypt, wliich had been 
important sources of the supply of sovereigns, while gold 
imports from other countries were checked by the restrictions 
impo.scd by the allied Governments. Unlike other creditors of 
tlie Vjelligcrent Governments, India was not paid in gold for tlie 
services she rendered to them. During the war gold in the U.S. 
federal reserve system increased from .S millions to $ 1,786 
millions or approximately ;^'2.S() millions ; the gold in the Spanish 
banks increased by £70 millions ; in the Netherlands by ^,'43 
millions; in vSwitzerland by /^lO millions; and in Norway and 
Sweden by /,’14 millions. But the net import of gold into India 
during the same period was only £26 millions. In other words, 
countries with a population of 114 millions increased their 
gold reserves by ;i^387 millions, while India, with a population 
nearly three times as large, was allowed to have in the same 
period only ^'26 millions. 

At the same time, there was a heavy decline in the net 
imports into India of silva' coin and bullion on private account. 
They fell off from a total of /,'24 millions in the pre-war quin- 
(luennium to less than ;61f^ millions during the five years, 1914-15 
to 1918-19. The burden of liquidating India's favourable balance 
of account* therefore fell wholly on the supply of rupees or notes 
by the Indian Government through their sales of council bills. 
) They were obliged to make heavy purchases of silver and set 
' the mints actively to work. But during this period, the silver 
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market of the world was subject to conditions of supply and 
demand very unfavourable to purchasers of silver. There was, 
in the first place, a marked decline in the world’s production of; 
white metal, the average for the four years, 1914-17, being 
only 178,075,000 fine ounces, as against an average of 228,552,000 
ounces for the four years, 1910-13. In the second place, the world 
demand for silver, particularly for coinage, was unusually keen. / 
These causes combined to send uj) the price of silver from 
2l\d, per standard ounce in 1915, to 35J^/. in April, 37^/. in 
December, 1916, and 43^/. in August, 1917 — a point at zvhich 
the exchajige value oi the rupee at Is, 4iL was equivalent to its btdlio^i 
value. In September, 1917, the United States Government 
attempted to arrest the rising tendency of silver prices by 
prohibiting the export of the metal except under licence, but 
in spite of this control, tiie London price of silver ranged between 
474 *;/. and 507. per standard ounce between May, 1918, and 
April, 1919. 

3. In these circumstances, Government was unable 
meet the heavy and continuous demand for silver coin without 
considerable loss at the customary rate of exchange, and were 
therefore driven to the conclusion that the maintenance of the 
i^re-war currency and exchange system was impracticable. The 
situation was met by resoiding to exceptional measures. (1) The 
Secretary of State withdrew his offer to sell council drafts if. 
without limit of amount, and limited his sales to a fixed weekly 
amount, varying between 120 lakhs and 130 lakhs. As this 
amount was insufficient to finance the whole of the Indian export 
trade, Government introduced certain measures of control with 
a view to according preferential treatment to exports required for 
war purposes. 'Phey sold council drafts, not at rates tendered 
by prospective buyers, but at a fixed rate, determined from time 
to time by the Secretary of State, and confined these sales to 
persons on the ‘ approved list who were required to do 
business with other institutions and firms only at prescribed 
rates, and apply their resources primarily to financing the export 
of articles required by the Allies for the purpose of war. 

(2) In view of the rise in the price of silver to a level 
higher than that which corresponds to a bullion value of Ij. 47. 
for the rupee, the Secretary of State was compelled to raise, from 
time to time, the rate at which he sold this limited amoupt of 
10 
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,|iis council drafts. The successive steps of these changes in the 
rate of exchange are shown in the following table : — 


Date of 

Minimum rate for immediate 

introduction 

telegraphic transfers 

.V. d. 

3rd January, 1917 

... 1 

n 

28th August, 1917 

... 1 

5 

12th April, 1918 

... 1 

6 

13th May, 1919 

... 1 

8 

15th September, 1919 

2 

0 

22rul November, 1919 

2 

2 

12th December, 1919 

2 

4 


4. In addition to these fundamental changes, several 
supplementary measures were taken to enable Government to 
cope with the heavy demand for currency and to conserve 
adequate metallic resources for this purpose. On June 29, 
1917, an Ordinance was issued requiring all gold imported 
into India to be sold to Government at a stated price, based on 
the exchange value of the rupee, and declaring the use of silver 
or gold coin for other than currency purposes as illegal. On 
September 3, 1917, Government prohibited the export of silver 
from India, as also its import on private account. The use of 
‘Silver was further economised by the issue of 2.? -rupee notes in 
ipecember, 1917, of one-rupee notes in January, 1918, and of a 
pew two-anna nickel coin in March, 1918. But all these measures 
l:)roved insufficient for the needs of the situation. The demand for 
currency continued unabated ; and Government had no option 
but to rely more and more on their issue of paper currency as 
a means of satisfying the insistent demand of the country for 
currency. This course brought the country almost to the verge 
of inconvertibility. In Aioril, 1918, the position at Bombay became 
very critical. ‘ Rupees were pouiing out to finance the cotton 
crop at fanciful prices. Bad news from France brought a run 
upon our currency offices by timid holders of our notes. Our 
visible reserve of silver had dwindled to insignificance, and for 
several days the maintenance of specie payments hung in the 
balance/ The crisis was averted only by the diplomacy of 
Lord Reading, who induced the United States Government to 
sell to India 200,000,000 fine ounces of silver at lOj- cents per 
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fine ounce — a supply of silver which represented considerably 
more than the world’s annual mine production since 1914. 

The period 1916-19 is marked by several other changes in 
the Indian currency system. A branch of the Royal mint was 
opened at Bombay (August, 1918) for the coinage of sovereigns 
from gold tendered to the Deputy Master by the Government of 
India. The Indian paper currency system underwent substan-:’ 
tial modifications, which we have already noticed in chapter iii. 
Besides i complete departure from the pre-war system of free 
and unlimited sales of council drafts referred to in a previous 
paragraph, two minor changes were made in the system of 
council bills. The sales were made on 3\iesd^^;^s instead of ; 
Wednesdays ; and a system of ^dej^err^fc sixteen 

days after the departure of the yveckly mail, introduced for the first 
time shortly after the outbreak of war owing to the uncertainty 
of mails, proved so convenient to the public as entirely to 
replace ‘ bills ’ throughout the period. 

The war left its marks on the composition and the total 
amount of the Gold Standard also. We have already 

dealt with the fiistory of this reserve in chapter v, noticing how 
it was built up out of the profits of rupee coinage and located 
partly in London and partly in lndi<i, and explaining the part it 
was intended to play in the working of the gold exchange 
standard. Its composition on March .SI, 1913, was a.s follows : — 


Gold in London ... ... 1,620,009 

Do. India ... ... NiL 

Silver in India branch ; 6 crores at L'. 4^. 4,O0C),00O 

Securities at market value ... 15,945,669 

Money lent at short notice ... 1,005,664 


Total ... 22,571,333 

The Chamberlain Commission were of opinion that the proper 
place for the location of the whole ot this Reserve was London, as 
‘ London is the clearing-house of the world, India’s chief custo- 
mer is the United Kingdom, and London is the place where 
money is required both for the expenditure of the Secretary of 
State on India’s behalf and for payment of India’s commercial 
obligations to this country (England) and the world in general.’ 



76 


INDIAN CURRENCY AND EXCHANGE 


The rup€.c of the Gold Standard Reserve was therefore 
abolished in Aii^gust^ lSlSr Commissioners had further re- 

commended that a substantial portion of the Reserve should be 
held in actual for ‘ the realization in a crisis of securities in 
large quantities, and even the calling in of sums lent out at 
short notice, are likely to cause soiiie stringency in the London 
market, and if the exchange crisis in India which makes such 
realization necessary is accompanied or directly caused ■ by a 
rtnancial crisis in London or reacting upon London, as is very 
probable, the difllculty of realization may be accentuated, 
and the possibility of loss to India cannot be ignored.’ 
Disregarding this recommendation, Government allowed the 
pejrcentage of gold to the total Reserve to fall from 24;^ in 1915 
to only 3% in 1917, aud to almost y//7 in 1919. On November 
30, 1919, it was constituted as follows, the figures given 
representing in each case the face value of the security : — 

’^ash ... 

British Treasury Bills, maturing between 
December, 1919, and March, 1920 
Exchequer Bonds redeemable between 
February, 1920 and October, 1921 
National War Bonds, redeemable 1st 
October, 1922 

Five Per Cent War J„oan. 1929-47 
Local Loans 3% Stock 
Irish Land Stock, 2'^% 

Transvaal Government Guaranteeti Stock 
192:i 53 


Z 

27,093 

8.219.000 
lt),199,3(K) 

7.500.000 
3,762,181 

200,000 

438,720 

1,092,023 


Total ... 37,438,317 
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INDIAN CURRENCY AND EXCHANGE IN 1920-23 

1. The events described in the last chapter were the subject 
of examination by the Babington Smith Committee, which was 
appointed on May 30, 1919, with the following terms of refer- 
ence : ‘ To examine the effect of war on the Indian exchange and 
currency system and practice, and upon the position of the 
Indian note-issue, and to consider whether, in the light of this 
experience and of possible future variations in the price of 
silver, any modifications of system or practice may be required ; 
to make recommendations as to such ?riOdifications, and gene- 
rally as to the policy that should be pursued with ?i view to 
meeting the requirements of trade, to maintaining a satisfactory 
circulation, and to ensuring a stable exchange standard/ The 
Committee submitted its report on December 22, 1919 ; and 
Government issued in February, 1920, several notifications in 
order to give effect to its main recommendations. The oliicial 
exchange value of the rupee was now raised to $:old^ which 
was then different from 2s. sitrH?ig, as the English papey pound 
had not returned to its pre-war parity with gold ; in other words, 
the rupee was declared to be equivalent to 11-30016 grains of 
fine gold. It was further announced that council drafts and 
telegraphic transfers would be sold weekly by open tender at 
competitive rates, with a minimum rate which would vary with 
the cost in sicrlhig of shipping gold to India so long as sterling 
was liorequi vale lit to gold, and that in future Reverse Councils 
would be sold in India during periods of exchange weakness al i 
a rate based on the cost of shipping gold from India to the ■ 
United Kingdom. 

2. The policy of maintaining a 2s. gold rate would, even 
in the most favourable circumstances, have proved a difficult, 
if not an impossible, task ; but circumstances at the time when 
the new policy was put into force were anything but favourable. 
In January, 1920 , a change in India's balance of trade had become 
evident, and exchange had fallen below 2s. 4^f., the level of 
December, 1919 . There were other abnormal circumstances at 
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work, which should have made the then Finance Member shrink 
from this policy. His predecessor had warned the Council in his 
last budget speech that there was at that time ‘ evidence of a 
considerable accumulation of funds seeking temporary invest- 
ment in India in preference to remittance to England ’ — funds, 
which ^ any threat of a fall in exchange would bring out for 
remittance purposes/ It was also a matter of commoii know- 
ledge in commercial circles that the rasher type of India mer- 
chant had placed heavy orders for imported goods of every kind 
and that, when these goods arrived in India, there would 
be a heavy demand for remittance to London. As ill-luck 
would have it, just when this new policy was decided upon, the 
London 'New York exchange appreciably weakened and the 
sterling fell in terms of gold. The result was that the rise 
in the rupeo-A7c77/V(f rate reciuired to give jiractical effect to the 
Committee’s recommendations was far steeper than what the 
Babiiigton Smith Committee could have antici]Xited. Moreover, 
the norpual parity of exchange as determined by Professor 
Cassel’s formulae was roughly only Is, id. gold in March, 19i(), 
the purchasing power of both the Indian rupee. and the American 
dollar in terms of commodities having fallen to a trifle less than 
half of what it was in 1913-14. But, unmindful of these warnings, 
Government persisted in its policy, and attempted to inlluence 
^ the exchange rate i)y tlie sale of a Ihnited amount of Reverse 
p Councils at rates based on the American cross-rate, in the 
; belief that the l)alance of trade would soon swing back in India’s 
I favour. But the tide had really turned the other way, and owing 
^ to various causes the normal tendency to a favourable balance 
of trade was being completely reversed. Imports had increased 
owing partly to the increased demand for piece-goods, the stock 
of which had run low at the end of the war, and partly to the stimu- 
lating effect of the rise in exchange on demand. Exports, on the 
, other hand, had declined owing to a combination of adverse 
circumstances. In the first place, Japan, one of the chief buyers 
of Indian cotton, was obliged to reduce her purchases because of a 
financial crisis there. Secondly, the demand for jute, hides, and tea 
fell off partly because of the large stocks accumulated in England 
and elsewhere, and partly because of the industrial uncertainty 
prevalent in the markets for these goods. Thirdly, India 
lost some of her best customers. Owing to various economic 
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and political troubles, the countries of Central feurope were 
not then in a position to pay for what they wished to purchase ; 
to use the words ot: the then Prime Minister, they were ‘ like a 
starving man in rags looking through a shop-window at com- 
modities which he badly needs but for which he has not the 
money to pay.’ In the United States, the deliberate action taken 
by the Federal Reserve Banks to check speculative trading and to 
lead the way to a lower level of prices, tended to reduce American 
purchases of India’s products. All these circumstances combined 
to reverse the normal tendency to a favourable balance of trade. 
The extent of the change may be realized by comparing India’s 
trade returns for August, lOPJ, with those for August, 1920. 
Imports in the former period amounted to 16 crores and 
exports to 27, leaving a net balance of 11 crores in India’s 
favour. In August, 1920, however, imports jumped up to .'11 
crores, and the ex])orts fell olf to 20 crores, thus producing 
an unfavourable balance of 11 crores. The monthly figures 
of private exports and imports of merchandise, detailed below, 
show that the adverse balance of trade began in June and was 
greatest during the period from October to .January : — 

(In i.Tores ot rupees) : : 


Excess of 





Imports 

Exports 

; exports over 
! imports and 

- ■ 

i 

. 

.. . . 

of imports 
' over exports 

April 1020 


V'.> 

2S 

6 

May 


21 

28 

4 

.Innc- 


26 

23 

— 3 

July 



21 

7 

.\ugiist 


31 

20 

' -11 

September 


29 

21 

- 8 

October ,, 


32 

21 

-11 

November ,, 


32 

19 

-13 

December ,, 


32 

20 

-12 

January 1921 


31 ' 

19 

-12 

February 


25 1 

18 

- 7 

March 


24 i 

- I 

18 

- 6 


Total ... i 336 | 256 -80 
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In these* circumstances. Government’s efforts to enforce 
Yhe new policy by selling Reverse Councils was bound to fail. 
To make matters worse, the new policy was not even given a 
lair trial. 'Che essential idea iimlerlying the sale of Reverse 
Councils is not so much to provide remittance for the public as 
to /ock up the local currency and to reduce the volume of circulation in 
India. But the Indian Government had not the courage to face 
the unpleasant consequences of a drastic reduction of the circu- 
lati<.m. It did not withdraw notes from circulation to the full 
extent of the Reverse Councils sold ; it practically went on issuing 
’ new currency simultaneously with the sale of Reverse Councils. 
The i)ricc-level in India as compared with the external price-levels 
thus remained practically as high as before ; and even on 
the theory on which the practice of selling Reverse Councils 
was based, the rupee- sterling exchange could not be raised in 
these circumstances. The only result of the persistence in the 
sale of Reverse Councils was a loss of about 35 crores to India. 

The Finance Member’s action evoked a storm of protest in 
the country, and was the subject of a debate in the Imperial 
Legislative Council. The non-ollicial members attacked the 
Government policy on four different grounds: Firstly, that the 
sale of Reverse Council Bills was justified only when it was 
required to adjust the trade balance against India, and that this 
contingency had not arisen at that time. Secondly, that it was 
unwise to draw on the Indian Reserve in London in the con- 
ditions then existing, as there were no inflated treasury balances 
with the Secretary of State, no gold in the Gold Standard 
Reserve, and very little of it in the Paper Currency Reserve. 
Thirdly, that the course followed was very dangerous as it 
artificially encouraged export of British capital invested in India. 
And lastly, it was urged that the transfer of capital put a strain 
on the money-market, reduced the value of Government securi- 
ties, and raised the rate of interest at a time of the year when 
money was required to move our exports. The Finance Member 
in reply contended that his policy was an effort in fact to 
maintain exchange as near as possible to the gold-point, that as 
there was A genuine demand for remittance on the part of compa- 
nies for the purchase of machinery over and above remittances to 
pay for imports, it was exceedingly difficult to separate the specu- 
lative from the genuine demand for remittance, and that in case 



ADVERSE BALANCE OF TRADE, 1920*22 


81 


the Reverse Councils were withdrawn entirely we should have 
neither a gold standard, nor a gold exchange standard, nor any 
kind of standard at all.' In fairness to the Finance Member, it 
must be admitted that, so far as the princdple of selling Reverse 
Council Bills was concerned, he had practically no alternative if 
he was to make an effort to maintain the gold-exchange standard 
at all. But that did not justify his alarm at drastic deflation^ 
nor thfe rate at which he sold the sterling drafts. In fact, he 
himself was forced to admit that the difference between 
the market rate of exchange and the official rate at which 
Reverse Councils were sold incited 'people to make their remit- 
tances to England as quickly as possible, rather than spread 
them out throughout the year, as they would otherwise have 
done \ and promised in the end to take steps to bring the two 
rates together. The truth is, that the gold-exchange standard 
had broken down under the stress of abnormal circumstances 
in the post-war period, and it was futile to make any effort to 
maintain it in the most unfavourable circumstances. 

3. The adverse balance of trade prevailed almost through- 
out the year 1920 ; nor did the following year bring any change 
for the better. Both the external and internal factors in 1921 
were unfavourable to Indian exchange. In spite of satisfactory 
rains, price.s of wheat and other food-stuffs remained at record 
heights, and it was not found possible, except in the case of 
Burma rice, to relax the existing control over export. Labour 
troubles at the collieries curtailed the raising of coal ; and Indian 
railways were obliged to purchase the foreign coal at greatly 
enhanced prices. The external conditions were likewise ad- 
verse. There was a progressive deterioration in the economic 
and currency position of the greater part of Europe, and little 
progress was made with the various schemes for providing 
credit for impoverished countries. The fall of prices in England, 
and the depression in Russia and Central Europe, aggravated by 
famine conditions in the former country, deprived India of her 
best customers ; and Indian exports, which had reached their 
height with 31 crores in March, 1920, declined to 18 crores in 
March, 1921, and reached their lowest point in June, 1921, with 
16 crores. * The most serious falling-off was in the exports of 
yarns and textile fabrics, which were 26 crores less than those 
of the previous year ; the jute industry suffered the worst, 
11 
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exports of gunny bags totalling only 18,92 lakhs as compared 
with the previous year’s total of 23,91 lakhs, and export of 
gunny cloth being valued at 15,92 lakhs as compared with 
28,54 lakhs.’ The net result for the year was that imports 
exceeded exports by 23 crores, as compared with 79 crores in the 
previous year. The following table (taken from the Report of 
the Controller of Currency, 1921-22) compares India’s visible 
balance of trade during the three years. 1919-20, 1920-21 and 
1921- 22, with the average of the years preceding the war 
and of the five years of the war : — 

{in lakhs of nt fires) 



A\er.age 

Average 





of 5 pre- 

of 5 war 




— 

war years 

years 

1919 20 

1920-21 

1921-22 


ending 

ending 





1913-14 

1918-19 

...... 




Balance of trade in 

i 





merchandise (pri- 
vate) 

+ 7S,?7 1 

+ 70,34 

+ 1,25,99 1 

-79,2f3 

— 22.82 

Balance of transac- 






tions in treasnro 
(private) 

— 30,07 1 

-10,80 1 

- 10,82 j 

+ 1,30 

-12.17 

Balance of remittam:cs 
of funds 

Total visible balance 

-42,02 i 

-30,14 

1 

- 19,85 ! 

1 

1 

+ 27,70 

+ 1,20 

of trade... 

- 42 i 

+ 35.40 

+ 95,32 1 

-50,14 

-33,73 


Trade conditions were more favourable to Indian exchange 
in 1922 3. The year marked a distinct advance towards trade 
recovery. The monsoon was exceptionally favourable and the 
harvest excellent. And although the unscttlement in the Near 
East following the Greek reverses in Asia Minor, the removal 
of Russia from the sphere of the world’s commerce, the failure 
to reach a satisfactory settlement of the Reparations question 
and the consequent occuj^ation of the Ruhr valley by France, 
acted as impediments to a full trade recovery, the begin- 
nings of a revival of trade in Great Britain and a marked 
recovery in America led to a considerable increase in the volume 
of India’s exports. On the other hand, imports into India 
continued < to decrease on account of unfavourable intenial 
conditions, such as the liquidation of the heavy imports of 
previous years, tlie failure of a large number of industrial 
companies, and an orgy of speculation in Bombay, The result 
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was that the balance of trade began to swing back in India’s 
favour from February, 1922. Its volume was fairly large from 
April to July, decreased from August to October, and then 
increased considerably during the remaining months of the year 
until March, when the balance in favour of India reached 15 
crofes. The net result of the year was that exports exceeded 
imports by nearly 82 crores, whereas in the previous year 
imports had exceeded exports by about 23 crores. And in spite of 
very large imports of bullion into India, the visible balance of 
trade during the year was in favour of India to the extent of 
28 crores of rupees. 

The connection between the course of the rupee-sterling 
exchange and the relative price levels in India and the United 
Kingdom during these years is clearly brought out by the 
following tabic compiled by Mr. Findlay Shirras : — 




j 

ill 1 

Index nujnber : 
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! Index number 
i Bombay 
i 1914 100 

U.K. 1914- 
100 (Hoard of i 
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! exchange 


1920 




January 


23 J 

297 

2/4-.124 
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219 

310 

2/8*250 
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211 

326 

2/4*125 

April 


224 

332 

2/3*750 

May 

... 

217 

333 

2/1*375 

June 


222 

329 

1/9*312 

July 


220 

324 

1/11-000 

August 


217 

320 

i/io-soo 

vSeptemhe] 


21S 

31S 

1/9-437 

October 


210 

308 

1/7*625 

November 


204 

293 

1/6*875 

Decern ber 


192 

269 

1/5*500 


1921 




January 


191 

251 

1/5*875 

February 


191 

230 

1/6*875 

March 


UH) 

215 

1/3*160 

April 


19f5 

209 

1/3*375 

May 


199 

205 

1/3*687 

June 


197 

202 

1/3*312 

July . 


199 

198 

1/3*500 

AugUvSt 


203 

194 

1/3*750 

September 


207 

191 

1/4*937 

October 


195 

184 

1/5*437 

November 


193 

176 

1/4*437 

December 


190 

171 

1/4*000 
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Year 


Index nuin ber 
Bombay 
1914-100 


[Index number 
i U K. 1914« 


! 100 (Board of 
Trade) 


Bxchans;e 


1922 


January 

February 

March 

April 

May 

funt 

July 

August 

September 

October 

November 

December 


1923 


January 

February 

March 


. i 

190 i 

184 

1/4*000 

. i 

IS6 1 

162 

1/3*687 

. i 

192 i 

160 

1/3*219 

1 

188 i 

160 

1/3*250 


189 i 

160 

1/3*312 

i 

190 

160 

1/3-687 


188 

160 

1/3*687 


186 

156 

1/3*687 


181 

154 

1/3*562 


174 ! 

155 

1/3*531 


176 

157 

1/3*687 

] 1 
* ! 

173 

156 ' 

1/4*000 


. 

180 

157 

1/4*937 


175 

15S 

1/4*187 

1/4*094 


J80 

160 


These figures show that when prices in Great Britain were as 
high as in the early part of 1920, the rupee-sterling exchange 
reached its highest point. When, however, prices in Great Britain 
were at their lowest about the middle of 1922, the exchange be- 
tween India and the United Kingdom was at its lowest.’ 

4. The trade-returns of the last year show a slow, but 
sound and steady revival of trade. During the twelve months 
ending 31st March, 1922, exports exceeded imports by about 
Rs. J21 crores, as compared with Rs. 82 crores in 1922 and an 
adverse balance of Rs. 23 crores in 1921. The relative price 
levels in India and England did not alter very much. The 
Bombay index number of wholesale prices remained steady at 
180 in April, May and June, 1923, declined to 176 in August, 
rose to 188 in the following December, January and February ; 
and fell to 181 in March, 1922 ; while the Board of Trade index 
number of prices in the United Kingdom, which stood at 161 in 
April, 1922, declined to 155 in August, and rose to 164 in 
December, 165 in January, and 167 in February, 1922. Under 

^ VideVLr. Findlay Shirras' memorandum read before the Associated 
Chambers of Commerce. 
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these conditions the Indian exchange showed on the whole an 
upward tendency, as will be seen from the following table of the 
monthly average rates of telegraphic transfers from Calcutta 
and Bombay on London : — 


Year < Calcutta I Bombay 
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1 

i 

i 

... I 

‘•SiV 

l-Sg** 

February^ . . . 

... 

... i 

! 

I-45« 

j 1-4|} 

March 

... 

... , 

1-4}J 

j i-4;i 



5. The changes in the Paper Currency Reserve have already been noticed in chapter iii. The composition 
of the Gold Standard Reserve during the period under review is indicated by the following table 
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CHAPTER IX 


THE PRESIDENCY HANKS AND THE 
TiVIPERlAL HANK OK INDIA 

]. ‘We may now cx)niplete our review of tlie post-war develop- 
ments in our currency system by a brief nf>tice of the Presidency 
Banks and their amalgamation into the Imperial Hank of India 
on the 27th January, 1921. 

The Presidency Hanks have a long liistory behind them. The 
Hank of Bengal was established as early as 180b, and the Hank 
of Madras was started in I84T The first Hank of Bombay was 
opened in 1840 and dissolved in 1808 ; but a new Bank of 
Bombay was fcjrmed in the same year (1888). Tlic history of 
these three banks in their relationship with ('lovernment falls 
easily into four well-defined stages. Prior to 1862, they enjoyed 
the privilege of issuing notes, but were directly controlled by 
Government and restricted in the scoj^e of their business by 
their charters. The second period covers the years 1862 to 1876. 
in 1862, Government deprived them of the right of note-issue, 
but relaxed the old statutory limitations on their business, and 
allowed them under certain agreements of that year to transact 
the paper currency business as agents of Government, to use 
Government balances free of interest, and to manage the 
treasury work at the centres where the banks had branches. In 
1866, the agreements were revised and the paper currency 
business was removed entirely from their control and placed 
under the direct management of Government. The third period 
dates from the Presidency Banks Act of 1876, which, amended 
slightly in 1879, 1899 and 1907, continued to govern them 
till the formation of the Imperial Bank. Under the provisions 
of this Act, these banks were conhned to a fixed territory, and 
had to work under rigid restrictions as to the character of 
their business and the mode of its transactions. For instance, 
they could not (1} deal in exchange, (2) borrow or receive 
deposits payable out of India, or (2) lend money for a longer 
period than six months, or upon mortgage, or on the security of 
immovable property, or upon promissory notes bearing less 
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than two independent names, or upon goods, unless the goods or 
the titles to them were deposited with them as security. At the 
same time Government abandoned all direct interference in their 
management, and the banks ceased to enjoy their full use of 
Government balances, reserve treasuries being constituted at 
the Presidency towns in which the surplus revenues were drawn. 
They continued, however, to do a large amount of Government 
work, such as the management of the public debt and of the 
treasury work at the Presidency towns and at their branches. 
This stage came to an end with the passing of the Imperial Bank 
of India Act in 1920. 

In spite of the restrictions imposed upon these banks by 
Government from time to time, their business expanded at a 
pretty rapid rate. For instance, their total deposits rose from 
640 lakhs in 1870 to 1,476 lakhs in 1890, to 3,234 lakhs in 1910, 
and to 7,618 lakhs in January 1921. They have become in fact 
the backbone of the internal banking system, being bankers for 
Government, and acting, to an increasing extent, as bankers* 
banks. The following table shows the capital, reserve, deposits 
and cash balances of these three banks immediately prior to 
their amalgamation in 1920 : — ' 


(in lakhs of rupees) 


1 



1 Deposits 



( 

1 

i 

Capital 1 

1 

Reserves 

*Pu blicj.e. 

; Govt. 

i Private 

1 Total 

! 1 

Cash 

Bank of Bengal ... 

1 1 
200 ! 

210 

I 388 

3,439 

I 3,827 

1.244 

Bank of Bombay 

100 1 

125 

187 

2,650 

1 2,8371 

; 1 

1 980 

1 

Bank of Madras... 

75 i 

! 

45 

124 

1,529 

I 1,653 

455 

Total ... 

375 I 

i 

380 

899 

7,618 

I 

8, .317 

2,679 


2. What part do these banks play in financing the internal 
trade of the country ? They do at times make advances to Indian 
traders against produce or against Government and other 
approved securities, hypothecated to them ; but the form 
which their assistance to trade usually takes is the purchase or 
re-discount of internal bills of exchange, known as bundles. 


* See Mr. Howard’s article ia the Economic Journal ^ 1920, 
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Mow this system actually worked, is described briedy in the 
following extract from Appendix A to the Rep«)rt of the 
Habington vSmith Committee ; — 

‘ The people with whom the bank deals directly are for the 
most part lar^e shroffs of good standing in the principal cities. 

» These me.i operate with their own capital, and, generally speak- 
ing, it is only when they have laid out all their available capital 
in purchasing the himdis of other (and usually smaller) shroffs 
that they come to the Presidency F5ank. The shrohis whose 
humlis the larger shroffs have ]>urchased, have probably also 
similarly hnanced other and still smaller shrolfs or mahajans, and 
so on until we get down to the smallest Ilea oi: all, namely, the 
village bania, or grain dealer or goldsmith. For instance, shrolf 
A at Amritsar may purchase a bill drawn by a grain dealer 
upon a iSombay merchant. A may endorse the bill and sell it to 
/)*, a large shroll* at Lahore, who vSells it to the PresidcTicy Bank, 
who send it to their Bombay Agency for collection. Or the 
bill may be a pure finance bill (generally known as a “ hand ” 
bill as opposed to a “ trade bill drawn against produce). 

‘ Speaking very generally, it may be said that the Bank’s real 
security in the matter of purchasing or rediscounting bills is the 
personal standing of the drawee or endorser or accepter, and 
the bank has an elaborate and very efficient system of limits, 
whereby the amount of bills discounted for each shroif is watched. 
Put very briefly, the system is as follows : vSlirotT A is given in 
the bank’s register a limit of, say, 20 lakhs, and at the same 
time the names of the drawers of the bill purchased from hiui 
by the bank are watched. The bank may have purchased from 
A, say, 13 lakhs of bills, the drawers of which are //, C\ />, A, etc. 
If it is observed that shroff A has been purchasing rather to<^ 
many bills from sliroff />?, who is of comparatively small stand- 
ing, or about whom not much is known, A will be liable to be 
turned down, or, if the fact has been noticed by the head office, 
the branch will at once be told to go slow. 

* As already mentioned, kundis are of two kinds : pure finance 
bills, known as hand bills, and trade bills. The banks are mucli 
more particular as to the amount of the foniier that they dis- 
count for a shroff than the latter. This is not because they receive 
any documents on account of trade bills (their direct security is 
juat as personal as in the case of hand bills), but because they 
12 
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know that, somewhere or other, produce or goods exist against 
the credit so created, that such goods must have been hypothe- 
cated to one or other ot the shroffs whose names are on the bill, 
and that, it anything goes wrong, such shroff will be able to 
realize on the goods and so to reimburse the subsequent holders 
of the bill, to whom he is liable. In the case of hand bills, on the 
other hand, it is impossible to say definitely how far these 
represent a genuine trade demand or not. 

‘ it may be said broadly that the hundi rate rises 
and falls witli the bank rate proper, though somewhat in advance 
ot it, and naturally so, for one is a discount rate and the other a 
rate for day-to-day loans. 9'hus, at the beginning of the busy 
season, the hundi rate would usually be higher than the bank 
rate, the reverse being the case when the slack season is about 
to begin : so iluit the hundi rate may be said lo be a sort of long- 
distance signal. Whei) the bank finds that it is not getting enough 
hundis and its money is lying unemployed, it puts clown the 
hundi rai,e ; when, on the other hand, it feels that it has already 
got too Jimcli money in the bazaar, or, for some reason or other 
wishes lo consolidate and conserve its resources, it puts up the 
hundi r.'Ue, and may even go to the length of refusing to buy 
new hundis. No cases iiave come to official notice, of a Presi- 
dency Hank making a wholesale refusal to renew hundis, although 
it may charge a rale considerably higher than that at which the 
original hundi was rediscounted. On special occasions, when 
the bank is very hard pressed for money it may impose a prohibi- 
tive rate on the bazaar, so as to force shroffs to endeavour to 
raise money elsewhere ratiier than to renew their h/mdis with 
the bank.' 

o. Until tliese three banks worked independently of one 
another. The arrangement was highly unsatisfactory from many 
points of view, the country having no Central Bank, such as 
existed in most of the other civilized countries of the world. 
'I'liere was no hope of any substantial increase in the number of 
branches so long as the policy of the Presidency Banks was 
governed l^y considerations of territorial limits and of profit and 
loss, rather than the general development of the country. There 
was then no institution of commanding position in the country 
to which the money-market could look forward for help and 
guidance in a time of crisis. The Presidency Banks were not 
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strong: enough for the task ; while Gov-ernnieiit had no maciii- 
nery to bring its reserves into normal connections with banking. 
As Mr. Keynes put it, ‘ With no Central Reserve, no elasticity 
of credit currency, hardly a rediscount market, and hardly a 
bank-rate policy, witli the growth of sinali and daring banks, 
great increase of dc])osits, and a community unhabituated to 
banking and ready at the least alarm to revert to hoarding, 
even where it had been seemingly abandoned, there were 
to be found most elements of weakness and few elements of 
strengtJi.' 

Nor was this the only unsatisfaeiory feature in the situation. 
Government maintained what is technically calleti an ‘ Inde- 
pendent Treasury System \ It is dilticuit to define this exactly ; 
there was nothing like it in Euroi^ean countries ; it existed only in 
the United vStates, but even there it was in the main a currency, 
rather than a banking, institution. Omitting all comidications 
of detail, the chief features of the Indian system were ; Firstly, 
the maintenance by Government of several Reserve Treasuries 
in the three Presidency towns ; secondly, an intimate relation 
between the operations of the Government in the CuiTency 
Department and the movement of funds on trade account, as 
Government undertook the supply of currency ajid remittance 
of funds on wholesale lines throughout the country; and thirdly,- 
the tendency of the surplus treasury funds to be drawn up 
towards the treasuries at headquarters. As these treasuries 
were not a part of the general banking system of the country, 
there was no regular and nrjnnal means of getting fid of the 
funds thus locked up in the Reserve Treasuries. The only way 
to send back the currency into circulation was to give loans fronx 
the treasury balances. The executive Government was thus 
invested with power to cause stringency or easiness in the 
money-market, and the country compelled to maintain two 
distinct reserves, the Treasury Reserves and the Bankers' 
Reserves, with no clearly defined relation between the two. 

Lastly, the arrangements stood in the way of. a more clastic 
system of note-issue. In absence of a strong Central Bank, the 
function of note-issue was wholly dissociated from that of 
banking in India. To discounl bills was the function of banks ; 
but to supply additional currency was the business of the 
Currency Department. It wa?. difficult to maintain equilibrium 
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; between the supply of notes and the demand for currency under 
such conditions. 

One of the chief peculiarities of the Indian mojiey-market 
was the enormous range for the normal seasonal tiuc- 
tuations in ilie bank rate, because of the scarcity of cash in 
the busy season and superfluity of funds in the slack months. ' 
The hijL^h rate in the busy season was not at all an adequate 
inducement for importing funds from abroad, as the busy 
.season did j^iot last more than three months and the bank rate 
obtainable on the average of the whole year was not at all 
attractive. The only way to escape from the inconvenience of 
this high maximufu rate was to devise some means within Ihc 
couniry tor expanding the ctirrency in the busy season. (3ne 
easy way of i^roviding this was to lend money from the Govern- 
ment balances 0 }t the security of trade tn/ts cither thr(jngh the 
agency of a bank or (Urectly to the money-market. Hut Govoiti' 
ment was unwilling to adopt the former course, considering it 
unwise to transfer the management of Government balances to 
a private bank, wliiie the latter would have taken its officials to 
a field wholly nnlamiiiar to them. A still more serious objection 
against entrusting such a task to a Government department was 
the likelihood of encouraging the money-market to rely exclu- 
sively iipem the Government Currency Reserve for relief in 
times oi: stringency. ‘ Whenever the bank rate was very high, 
there would be a clamour that (rovernment were not lending 
all they might.’ ^ 

4. The only satisfactory solution of these difficulties was 
to establish a State Hank in India. 'Phe suggestion was an old 
one ; it had been repeatedly jiressed upon the attention of 
Government : and had been shown to be within the sphere of 
practical politics by two carefully prepared memoranda, one 
by Mr. Keynes, the other by wSir Lionel Abraham, presented 
to the Chamberlain Commission. Under Mr. Keynes’ scheme, 
the proposed Central Bank was to perform a variety of functions 
both in London and in India. Its London office was to be 
comparatively a small affair. It was not to compete with the 
Exchange Banks in their remittance business ; nor was it 
to have any direct dealings with the public. It was to deal 


M. Keynes, 
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only with the Secretary o\ State, the fnoney-inarket, and other 
banks ; to confine its business to («) the sale to other banks of 
drafts and telegraphic transfers i)ayable at its Indian oltices : 

the re-discount of sterling bills at the Hank of England ; 
ir) the borrowing for short periods froju the Hank of England ; 
yd) the loaning of funds on the London inoney-inarket ; (r) the 
replenishment of tlie Secretary of State’s funds at the Hank of 
England ; (/) the floatation of sterlitig loans on behalf of the 
Secretary of State ; and possibly also (e) the management of 
the Secretary of vState’s sterling and rupee debt in London. 

In India it was to liave much wider functions. It was in the 
first place to take up all the functions which tlic Frcsidency 
Hanks performed then, with some relaxation of the then existing 
restrictions. Secondly, it was to manage the note-issue anil the 
Government debt in India. Thirdly, it was to hold all Govern- 
ment balances, including those held in the Reserve Treasuries 
and in London, with the exception of two small reserves, one 
with the Government of India, the otlier with the Secretary of 
vState. Lastly it was to supply its ort>n customers with sterling 
remittance and to re-discount sterling trade bills for other banks. 
It was not to be entrusted with (1) the management ol the Mint ; 
or (2) the custody of the Gold Standard Reserve. 

Mr. Keynes dwelt at length on the advantages likely t»» 
result from the establishment of such a bank, and summed them 
up as follows : ‘ There arc first ol all direct advantages to 

(Government. . . . The chief of them may be enumerated : 

‘ (1) The existing “ Independent Treasury vSystein ”, by which 
whenever the Government balances are swollen, deliberately or 
not, large sums are taken off the money-market, is done away with 
by the removal of the cause of this system, namely, the absence 
of a large public or sejni-public institution with which large 
balances could be safely and properly deposited, togetiier with 
the difficulty of employing Civil servants in a policy of dis- 
cretionary loans out of the balances. 

' (2) The objections to holding large sums at loan for short 
periods in the London money-market arc avoided. . . . 

‘ (ly) A bank, responsible for the management of the notc- 
isvsue, has greater opportunities than are open to Government 
for pushing the circulation of notes and for popularizing them 
by an increase in the facilities available for convertibility. 
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‘ (4) The responsibility ot Goveriiinent officials for a variety 
of linancial and semi-financial business is g:reatly reduced by 
lianding over to a bank all questions of balances, note-issue, 
remittance, and loans on the London market, 

‘ <5) The Government has at its command the services of 
officers of the highest position, trained in financial and banking 
business, instead of Civil servants who, however full of adapta- 
bility and intelligence, have been selected and trained mainly 
for other purposes. 

‘ (6) A buffer is placed between the Secretary of State and 
vexatious criticism on small details of financial business. 

‘ Next come the immediate advantages to the business 
world : 

‘ (1) In addition to the i)artial release of Government balances 
through their deposit in a central institution, a considerable 
amount of funds is made available by the reform of the note-issue. 

‘ (2) The present wide fluctuations of the bank rate and 
its normal high level in the l^usy season may be somewhat 
moderated. 

‘ The increase of branches, which the union of Govermnent 
and banking Inrsiness should promote, would gradually bring 
sound banking facilities to many parts of India where they arc 
now almost entirely wanting, both directly and by supplying a 
basis, in reliance on which private and co-operative banking 
could be built up. 

‘ ^4) The introduction of re-discount facilities, while probably 
not ot the first importance in the immediate future, might greatly 
aid the eventual development of Indian banking on the most 
desirable lines which European experience has so far evolved.' 

5. Notwithstanding the able advocacy of Mr. Keynes and 
the authoritative opinion of the Chamberlain Commission that 
the question deserved ‘ the careful and early consideration of 
the Secretary of vState and of the Government of India no step 
was taken in the matter till the year 1920, when an Act for 
amalgamating the Presidency Ranks was passed. This was 
followed by an agreement for a period of ten years between 
the Government and the amalgamated banks, signed on the 27th 
January, 1921. The amalgamation scheme is admittedly a 
half-ineasure ; the now Imperial Bank differs materially from 
the ^ one proposed by Mr. Keynes. It has not been invested 
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with any responsibility for note-issue, though the issue of notes 
against commercial hills up to the limit of crores, under 
the Paper Currency Amending Act of implies the utili- 

zation of the machinery of the Imperial Bank. It has not been 
entrusted with the remittance business of the Secretary of State, 
although it has been given access to London by the establish- 
ment of a London othce. Unlike the State Bank proposed by 
Mr. Keynes, it will be paid for its services in respect of public 
debt but will not share its profits with (h)vernmenL, though it 
will have the increasctl use of Govermneiu funds oi intarsi. 
Nor does its constitution provide for that degree of Govern- 
ment control, which Mr. Keynes considered an essential 
feature of a State Bank. For the* puriiosti of coniviarison wc 
give below in two parallel columns^ the outline constitution of 
the State Bank proposed by Mr. Keynes and the sections of 
the Imperial Bank Act of India dealing with its constitution : 


Mr. Keynes' sclieiiu: 

I. The supreme riireetioii nf the 
Imperial Hank ol India shall he 
vested in a Central Hoard oi three 
members, consisting oi the Governor 
of the Hank, \vh<j shall be chairman, 
the Deputy (tovernor, and a repre- 
sentative of Government with three 
or more assessors. 

'I'he (Governor shall be appointed 
lor a period (d five years by the t^iny^ 
on the recommendation of the Secre- 
tary of State 

The representative of (Jovernment 
shall be appointed by the Viceroy 


T he Asses.sors shall be the managers 
of the three Presidency Head offices 

The Assessors shall liave the 

right to attend any meeting of the 
Central l^oard and to lay their views 

before it, but shaft not vote 

The Deputy Governor of the hank 
and Aidnagers of the Presidency Head 

Offices shall be 

appointed by the Viceroy on tiie nomi- 


Imperial Hank Act of India, XU2U 

1. (A) Section H : Central hoard 

(1» Th(*,generai sii])erintenflence 
of the atfairs and fnisiiiess of the 
Hank shall be taUrnsted to a Central 
l^r)ard of fiovermns (liereinafter in 
this Act referred to as the ‘ Cen- 
tral Hf)ard-) wlio may exercise all 
powers and do all such acts and 
things as inav l.)e exercised or ilone 
by the Hank and are not by this rid ; 
expressly directed or required to be] 
tone by the hank in i^enerat mcetiny^. 

(H) Section 2S, 

(I) I'he Central Hr)ard sliall con- 
sist of the following Governors, 
namely : — 

(i) The Presidents and Vice- 

Presidents of the bocal 
Hoards established by 
this Act. 

(ii) The Cont rotter (d the 

currency for the time 
being or such other 
officer of (jovernmeiit 
as may be nominate j 


’ The italics throughout are mine. 
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Mr. Keynes’ sc hem t- 

nation of the (rovcinor of ihe Hank 
aiicl of tlu- Croverninent representative 
on th(' Central Hfjarrl. HiU the ap- 
pointmeiU of a Manaj:jer to a Presi- 
flency Head olVice shall l)e snVjject to 
the ap])roval of the Presidency Hoarci 
(iiicl Lidinjir reprcsentativesof theshare- 
holders) <>i the Head office in t|nes- 
tion . 

Wit ilia 1 . 1 >e limits o\' tlie Bank 
Act, //it' Central //oarci s/ni// have 

uhsa/u/e an/hority save that 

tlie represrntative ot (/07 ernment 
shall have disi retionury poicer (for 
use in enierv^cncies only) to suspend 
the carry ill 5*' int<i etfect of any deci- 
sion until it Jias been reporie<l to the 
Ciceroy, with wlioni shall be an 
ultimate ri^ht of Veto, 


Imperial Bank Act of India. 1M20 

hy the G'over nor -Gene- 
ral in Council to t>e a 
(Tovc-rnor. 

(iii) Such nimiberof persons. 
not e.x feeding four and 
not beinjr officers ot 
Governtnenl, as may lie 
no^ninated hy the Govev' 
n or- Gen era I i n Court c i I . 
Such pt:rs('ns shall hold 
office for oritj year but 
may I'c renominated. 

(i\ } 'I'iie Secretaries of the 
Local Boards t siablish 
ed i.)v' this Act. 

(v) Such p. uinlier of Manai^* 
in.^' (i{)venu‘rs, not /ra - 
i ceding Goo. as may he 
appointed hy the Gover- 
nor-General in Couni it 
after coiisidcjation of 
Liie recomineiidations oi 

the Ceiitral Board 

(vii If any Ia.)cal Boan! is 
heroafttn- establ ished 
iinrler the Act. such 
iiUnibcT of persons to 
represent it as the 
Central Board may 
prescri be. 

^2) the (fi>vernors specified rn 
clause (ij) and (iv) and ;uiy 
(iovornors appointed under clause 
(vi) of the sub>section (1) .shall I e 
at liberty to aUend all meetiiij^s of 
tile Central lioard and take part 
in its deliberations, bin shall not 
be entitled to vote tni .any question 
arisinj^at anymeelinj^. 

(C) Section 10 of the Act eui* 
powers the Governor General in 
Council * to is.sue instruction.s 10 
the Hank in respect of any matter 
which, in his opinion, vitally aft'eettf 
his financial policy or the safety ot 
tTovernment balances', and to term- 
inate the agreements with theBank, 
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Mr. Keynes’ scheme 


II. Fach Head office shall be under 
the direction of a Presidency Hoard. 
consistinsJ the A/(ina}{f'r (who shall 
be the chairman and liave the castinit 
the Deputy Governor, a repre- 
seniaiivt' of the Local Government , and 
three (or four) unofficial members. 

'I'he unofficial inenibers shall 
be elected by the shareholders on the 
local rej^istcr of each Presidency from 
amouccst their own number. 




Imperial fiaiik Act of India, 1920 

in casi* the I tank disregards such 
instructions . 

Section 31 requires the ap' 
proval of the Go 2 >ernnr -General in 
Council to any by-laivs made by the 
Central Hoard under the Act. 
ll. (./) Seel ion 25- 

i^ocal Boards .slndl be estahlishetl 
at Calcutta, T^Iatlrasand Bombay... 

(/>*) Section 27. 3'hc several 
pensons who were, imniediatcly be- 
iu:v i!ic appointed day, respectively 
the Directors <if the Ih'esideuev 
Banks, shall constitute the lirst 
iyocal Ihvird of the Banks at Cal- 
cutta. Maflras ami P>()mbav respee- 
rively, and the pt^rsons who were 
ihon President, Ciee Pte.sident, and 
S<.*cretary respecti vxd y, of the said 
Banks, shall dll the same ciffice in 
the respective Local Boards until 
Liiey vacate office in accordance 
w'ith tile provisions of the Act. 

(Y') Degnlation /.>, clause (/) — 
Al the lir.st iiencral local mcetiujc 
after tin- commtmeemciil of this 
.Vet, and at the annual vi^eneral 
local ineetiui^ thereafter, the two 
members ot tht: L«>cal Bc>arfl who 
have been longest in office as 
member'^ thereof shall >><» out of 
office. 'The vacancies shall be 
lillefl i.)> election :it ;i i^eneral or 
special local meetinjtj;. 

{D) /xefiulution ll, clause (I). At 
the first nieetiii;^ of the Local Board 
in e.very year, it shall choose a 
President and Vice-President froni 
a.rnon;;riLsown members, and, when- 
r‘A er thecjffice of President or Vice- 
President becomes vacant, the 
Local Board shall, at its next meet- 
ing, choose a successor for the 
remainder of the current year; 
Provided that no person shall 
be chosen to be President or Vice- 
President twice in succession. 
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It is nevertheless ati important step in the direction of estab- 
lishing: a real State Central Bank in India, and is a material 
advance on the state of affairs which existed prior to amalga- 
mation. We may ther efore notice a few details of this amalga- 
mation scheme. 

{A) CapHiiL The capital of the new Imperial Bank has 
been provided partly by amalgamating the capital of the three 
Presidency Banks and partly by increasing its authorized 
capital from Rs. S75 iakhs to Rs. 1,125 lakhs, of which Rs. 562.J 
lakhs or one-half was paid at the outset. 

Constiiniiini, Its constitution, as already stated, provides 
for (1) a Central Board, and (2) three Local Boards in the three 
Presidency towns. The Central Board is to deal with matters 
of general policy, such as the transfer of funds from one part of 
the country to another, fixation of the bank rate (which in future 
is to be Linifonn for the whole of India), and the publication of the 
weekly statement. Us composition is intended to secure repre- 
sentation of all important interests concerned, including Govern- 
ment, the Local Boards, the shareholders, and the general 
public. It has a :small Managing Committee of its own, to wliich 
it has authority to delegate almost all its functions. If any 
l^ocal Board is dissatisfied with the orders of the Managing 
Committee, it has a right to insist on a meeting of the Central 
Board. The Local Boards elected by the shareholders on the 
local register in the three Presidency towns are intended to 
safeguard local interests and arc possesseci of large powers of 
autonomy. A general meeting of the shareholders of the 
Imperial Bank is to be held on the first Monday of August 
every year, at such time and at such local Head office of 
the Bank, as shall from time to time be prescribed by the 
Central Board, at which meeting the Central Board is to 
submit to the shareholders a statement of the affairs of the 
Bank made up to the preceding thirtieth day of June. The 
decisions at any of the meetings of the shareholders are binding 
on the Bank so far as they are consistent with the provisions 
of the new Act. 

<C') Business, Its business will generally follow the lines of 
that of the old Presidency Banks, but certain restrictions which 
proved inconvenient in practice have now been removed. 
For instance, the new Act permits for the first time the 
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constitution ot a London office and the bcuTowing- oi money in 
England for the purpose of the Bank's business upon the security 
of the assets of the bank. It is now the sole banker of Govern* 
inent, the Reserve Treasuries having been abolished. Govern- 
ment no longer undertakes to transfer money for the 
•general public between any two places ; the Imperial Hank is to 
do this remittance work at rates not exceeding those approved 
by the Controller of Currency, it will retain in its hands the 
administration of the public debt work ; and arrange, in 
connection with the encashment of notes, to supply the 
public as far as possible with the form of currency they 
require. It has now a London office ; but this is not to 
compete with the exchange banks in ordinary exchange business. 
It will conduct business only on behalf of its own constituents 
and rediscount bills for other banks. 

{/)) Ntnv hranches. A statutory obligation has been imposed 
on the Hank to open, within five years from the commencement 
of the Act, not less than 100 new branches, of which at least one- 
fourth arc to be established at such places as the Government 
of India may direct, 

0. 'Phe following table, taken from the Comnierciai 
hneHigcnce iJeparlmont, India, gives the capital, reserves, 
deposits, and cash balances of the three Presidency Hanks 
regarded as one bank up to the year and of the Imperial 

Hank of India from 1021 : — 


3J.si l)ecemtje.r 


' : Govern -• 

Ktiserve | intnt ur • 

Ciipital and i public 1 [*riv;itc 


Rest Depo- 


jl )CpOsitS ! 


Proporti<ms . 
ot (Jov».^rn- 
mtiil 
<lcp(rsit> 
tvoluinn S) 

'Jo 

: biilancc-. 


C ^ o 

• ; « ■ — 


Rs.l,000'Ks.l,00(lR.s.l,0(X);Ks. I.OOO . Vo Rs. 

1913 (t)rc-\var 3,75,iXi 3,73,07 5,88,6fi 30,48,30 1.1 -S ; 10-1 ' 15,37,73 
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CHAVTER X 


CLOSURE OF THE MINTS, 189,S 

1. We have in the preceding chapters referred several times to 
the principles under! 3 nng the changes eiTected in 1893. It is now 
time to examine critically" the reasons which led Government to 
propose these far-reaching changes, and the grounds on which 
they condemned the free and automatic silver standard which 
prevailed in India before 189.3. 

In chapter iv we have already described the wide lluctuations 
in the price of silver in the period 1872 1892, and explained the 
effect of the variations in the price of silver on exchange 
between silver and gold-using countries. The j)rice of silver 
began its downward course in the period 1872-5, when it fell 
from to 56 per oz. During the same period the rupee- 

sterling exchange, which had stood almost uniformly at a trifle 
below 2s, during 186,3 74, gradually dropped down to Is. 9•628^/. 
^875-6). Since then, with every fall in the price of silver, 
there was a ccjrresponding fall in India’s exchange * with^ 
gold standard countries. Exchange with other silver standard 
countries was, however, free from this disturbing cause. It was 
comparatively steady, its normal range being determined by the 
‘ silver points the counterparts of the ‘ gold points ’ in exchange 
between gold standard countries. 

To many engaged in the trade between India and the United 
Kingdom this state of affairs appeared almost intolerable. They 
complained that trade with gold standard countries was seriously 
harrassed by these fluctuations in exchange, and that all legiti- 
mate trade was replaced by mere speculation and gambling. 
They argued on a priori grounds, that the tendency of a falling 
exchange was to depress the import trade, especially in cotton 
goods, inasmuch as it increased the price in rupees of goods 
imported from the United Kingdom and other gold standard 
countries, and to confer an unfair advantage on the exporter 
from India, inasmuch as it enabled him to receive a higher 

* See table on 33. 



104 


INDIAN CURRENCY AND EXCHANGE 


silver price in respect oi the same gold price, whilst wages 
and other factors of v^roduction in India remained much the' 
same as before. 'I'hey contended that the falling exchange 
imposed a special disadvantage on India's trade with European 
countries, and diverted it to silver standard countries. These 
supposed evil effects of the fall in exchange on Indian commerce, 
especially her import trade, constituted the first charge in the 
indicUnent against llie silver standard. 

'The second grouij of peo’ple who complained against the 
silver standard consisted of P^nglish officials, emiiloyed mostly in 
Government departments, who received their salaries in rupees, 
but had constantly to remit a substantial part of their earnings 
lu England either as savings or as contributions to their families. 
The decline in the sterling value of the ruijee appeared to inffict 
on them an unmerited loss : they might have saved the same 
number of rupees as before, but their families in England received 
fewer sovereigns in exchange for them. They felt that they had a 
legitimate cause of complaint against (government, when they 
iound that several European commercial houses had sanctioned 
a special allowance to their Euroi^ean employees to compensate 
them for the loss which they suffered owing to the fall in 
exchange. 

But by far tlie most important consideration with those who 
advocated a departure from the silver standard, was the linancial 
burden which the falling rate of exchange was said to impose on 
the Indian Government. Every year India has to make sub- 
stantial payments in England, known as Home charges, for such 
items as interest and annuities on the debt, salaries, pensions and 
leave-of-absence allowances of foreign employees in India's 
service, purchases of stores in England, and other expenses 
incurred by the Secretary of State on behalf of the Indian 
Government. As all these payments were on a gold basis, the 
fall in exchange increased the amount of rupees to be laid aside 
by the Indian (Government in order to remit the Plome charges 
in sterling. The element of uncertainty which this factor intro- 
duced in the Indian Budget was forcibly pointed out by vSir David 
Barbour in the following passage in one of his published state- 
ments : * Our financial position for the coming year is at the 
mercy of exchange, and of those who have it in their power to 
affect in any way the price of silver. If we budget for the 
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present deficit of Rs. 1,595,100, and exchange rises one penny, 
we shall have a surplus ; if it falls a penny, we shall have a 
deficit of more than three crores ; if we impose taxation to the 
extent of one and a half crore of rupees, a turn of the wheel 
may require us to impose fresh taxation of not less magnitude ; 
• another turn, and we may find that no taxation at all was 
required.’ In other words, the Indian budget was said to be 
‘ a gamble in exchange The continuous fall in exchange was 
alleged to involve Government in a heavy loss, which had to be 
made up either by (a) retrenchment, or (^) by fresh taxation. 
Neither of these two courses appeared feasible to Government, 
'rhey considered it impossible to meet by retrenchment the 
‘ great and growing deficit caused by falling exchange’, and they 
found it difficult to lay their hands on any satisfactory method of 
increasing the revenue. They fought shy of import duties on 
cotton goods or an export duty on cotton, because of the 
storm of protest it was likely to raise in Lancashire. They fell 
that they would be committing a serious political blunder if they 
were to increase the burden of income-tax or salt tax, as these 
taxes were already unpopular in India. There remained only 
Land Revenue to fall back upon, but a part of the country was 
under permanent settlement and the rest settled for long periorbs 
of thirty years. Moreover, in the larger part of the country the 
thirty years’ settlement had been made only recently. The 
obstacles to the 'increase of revenue thus seemed almost in* 
superable ; and Government came to the conclusion that the only 
solution of these difficulties lay in changing the standard. 

2. Let us examine each of these complaints critically. There 
is no doubt that theory supported the view that, o/Aer Lhin^s 
remaming the scwie, a depreciating currency or a falling exchange 
tended to stimulate exports and discourage imports. But at the 
same time it showed {a) that the advantage to the exporter was 
largely at the expense of the other classes of the community, and 
(d) that it could be only temporary. As pointed out by Professor 
Marshall in his evidence before the Fowler Committee, the 
common opinion, that a depreciating exchange was for the benefit 
of an export trade, rested upon the natural habit of regarding 
the interests of the entrepreneur as co-extensive with those of 
the trade. What really happened when a currency was deprec- - 

iated, was that a person who was under obligations to n/ake 
14 
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certain currency payments (those obligations being in some cases 
fixed by definite contracts, in particular when he had already 
borrowed money at a definite rate of interest, but in other cases 
governed by custom), was allowed, through the change in the 
value of the currency, to discharge those obligations at less 
cost tt> himself and less benefit to those who were engaged 
with him in trade. There was no doubt that a fall in the value 
of the currency was a bounty ; but it was a bounty ?iot 'io the 
export tradc\j\\l one class in the export trade at the exijcnse of 
the other classes engaged in it. 

It is easy to sec liow long this bounty could last. Tiic 
dev)reciating rupee was iidvantageous to exporters only st) long 
as the cost of production and prices in India did not rise in terms 
of silver. When that happened, the bounty would disappear. 
In other words, there was a race between the specific depreciation 
of the rujjce in terms of sterling, and its f^cncral depreciation 
in terms of commodities and services. Exports would be stimu- 
lated only so long as the specific dei)reciation was greater than 
the general depreciation. ' 

Turning now to the available statistics of India's foreign 
trade during the period of falling exchange, we find still less 
support for the fears of the alarmists in England, Imports 
from gold standard countries did not show even a temporary 
decline ; on the contrary they showed appreciable increase. The 
proporti(jnatc increase of exports from England to India was 
greater than from India to England ; and the increase had been 
stead.N . English trade with India had increased, both absolutely, 
and relatively to her trade with other countries, as will be seen 
from the following figures placed before the gold and silver 
cummision by Mr. Waterfield : — 


Years 


Ki seres representing the total trade 
hetween India and the United 
Kingdom 


Percentage of 
Irade with India 
to tlie whole trade 



Imports into 
India 

Exports from 

I ndia 

Kingdom 

1874 5 ^ 

100 

100 

8-5 

1875 -h 

96 

101 

S-5 

1876-7 

110 

105 

8*5 


^ Minuics of Kvidenee, Fowler Committee’s P. 71595296. 
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V'ears 


Figures representing the total trade 
between India and the Unitefl 
Kingdom 


i^erceniago ot 
trade with India 
to the whole trade 



Imports into j 

; India 

Kx ports from 
India 

of the Cnitt 
Kingdom 

1H77-.S 

13^ 

ilO 

s-o 

1S7K-!) 

1 

101 

S-5 

1S7‘J-S0 

lOS 

00 

7-<s 

IHSO ] 

\‘S> 

1 

111 

SO 


]'^7 ! 

1 

O' 2 

j ,s«:» -;j 

J35 

ir; 

OS 

i.SS3-4 

14.S 

132 

00 

i8S-l-5 


J21 

o-; 

JS85 (1 

]4b f 

124 

O'N 

18K( ; 7 

154 

125 ! 

10-5 


In fact, circumstances were on the whole exceptionally favoura- 
ble to imports from the United Kingdom, During the period 
187»S 9'C the gold prices ot cotton manufactures declined on the 
average '54 per cent, the gold price of sugar fell 88 per cent, that 
of iron bar <50 per cent and of petroleum 74 pei’ cent ; while the 
maximum fall in exchange was ojily 84 per cent. In these 
circumstances there could be no advance in rupee prices of 
imported goods. 

Nor did statistics support the allegation that the falling 
exchange stimulated exports and disc(.>uraged imports. The 
available figures led the Herschell Committee to the following 
conclusion on this point : ‘ Although one may be inclined, regard- 
ing the matter theoretically, to accept the proposition that the 
suggested stimulus would be the result of a falling exchange, an 
examination of the statistics of export produce does not appeai; 
to afford any substantial foundation for the view that in practice 
this stimulus, assuming it to have existed, has had any prevailing 
effect on the course of trade ; on the contrary, the progress of the 
export trade has been less with a rapidly falling, than with a ste^idy , 
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exchange. For example, from 1871-2 to 1876-7, while the gold 
value of the inipee fell constantly from 23-126^/. tu20'508t/., or 
about 11 J per cent, the exports of merchandise were actually less 
in the later years than in the former, although in 1876-7 their 
rupee value exceeded by about 10 per cent that of the exports of 
either 1870-1 or 1872-3. From 1878 -9 to 1884-5 exchange was 
fairly steady, the average rates varying between 19-06b/. and 
lO-SOSrt'. per rupee or about per cent ; and during these six 
years the exports rose by no less than 361 per cent. Again, be- 
tween 1884 5 and 1888-9 the fall of the rupee was very rapid, 
from 19*308^/. to 16-379^/. or over 15 per cent and the exports 
increased during those four years by 161 per cent ; but in the 
single year 1889 -90, when there was a slight improvement in the 
exchange, the exports increased by more than 6i per cent. It 
is said, too, that whilst a falling exchange tends to stimulate 
exports, there is a corresponding tendency to check imports. 
Here, again, siaiistics do not seem to show that diminished 
imports have been coincident with a lower exchange. Taking 
the same periods as before, from 1871 2 to 1876 -7, when ex- 
change fell 11\ per cent, imports of merchandise to India 
increased by 17 per cent ; from 1878-9 to 1884-5, when exchange 
was steady, the increase of imports exceeded 47 per cent ; 
between 1884-5 and 1888 -9, when the rupee fell about 15 per 
cent, the imports were augmented by nearly 25 per cent ; while 
in 1889-90, when exchange rose slightly, the imports were 
rather less than in the previous year. Upon the whole, we cannot 
see any evidence that the effect of a failing exchange on the 
country at large, in influencing either exports or imports, has 
over a series of years been very considerable. Some trains of a 
priori reasoning would seem to lead to the same conclusions, 
and also to the further conclusion that, even if a fall in the 
gold value of the rupee does stimulate exports, the result 
is not necessarily to the benefit of India as a whole, though 
it may temporarily benefit the employer at the expense 
of the wage-earner, because wages rise more slowly than 
prices.’ 

On the whole the foreign trade of India was progressing 
quite satisfactorily under the silver standard. Its value had 
more than doubled since 1874-5, when the fluctuations of ex- 
change began. It was 800 lakhs in 1873-4; it had increased 
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to 1,700 lakhs in 1890-1. It was Rs. 5*4 per head of the 
population in 1880 ; it went up to Rs. 6*8 per head in 1890.^ 

No doubt the frequent fluctuations of exchange introduced an 
element of uncertainty in commercial bargains ; but this was by 
no means an insuperable difficulty. As was explained by 
several witnesses before the Gold and Silver Commission, ‘ If a 
particular fluctuation in the exchange involves a loss on an 
expoit transaction from this country (United Kingdom) to the 
East, it must simultaneously give rise to a corresponding gain 
on an export transaction in the opposite direction. To the 
merchant engaged in both the export and import trade, any loss 
will therefore be balanced by a gain ; while as regards others, it 
is the business of dealers in exchange to balance those losses 
and gains, and their charges for their services will, by compe- 
tition among themselves, be reduced to the lowest possible rate, 
the burden of which will practically be inappreciable.' As a 
matter of fact, this element of risk was greatly eliminated by 
various devices, such as ‘ the making of forward contracts with 
the Exchange Banks for the purchase or sale of exchange at 
rates, fixed months in advance, and “ hedging ” through the for- 
ward purchase or sale of silver on the London market, so that 
the loss on exchange would be compensated by a profit on the 
silver transaction and vice versa,' 

But even if the foreign trade of the country suffered some in- 
convenience, that was hardly an adequate reason for changing 
a currency system that was otherwise suited to the needs of the 
country. After all, the external trade of India with gold-stand- 
ard countries was only 5 per cent of its total (external and 
internal) trade. In deciding upon the monetary standard best 
suited to India, the internal trade of the country had a far 
greater claim upon the attention of the authorities. An over- 
whelming majority of the witnesses before the Herschell Com- 
mittee agreed that the silver standard vras the most suitable for 
the internal trade of India ; and in the face of this evidence, to 
force a change of standard in India because of its 70 to 80 per ; 
cent external trade was hardly a justifiable decision. 

Even from the narrow point of view of India's foreign irade^ a 
debtor country like India had reason to attach great importance 


^ See the evidence of Sir Frank Forbes. 



no 


[NDIAN CURRENCY AND EXCHANCVE 


to its trade with silver-using countries, which was likely to be 
adversely affected, at least temporarily, by any rise in exchange. 
For India then depended for its favourable balance of trade 
more upon its trade with silver-using countries than upon that 
with gold standard countries, as the following tables will 
show : — 

Table L — Trade of India loith ^old and silver countries respectivel y 
in 1S90-91 (omitting (uK'er?t?fient stores ) 


(]old countries 

! 

M ere 1 land ise. 
Net exports 
(i.e. exports 
imports) 

; Final l^alance. 

Merchandise: 
i and Treasure, 
Net exports 

l-nitetl K-ingcloin ... ... [ 

Continent of Kuropo except Austria aiul 
Russia ... ... ... I 

Asia : Turkey and Java ... ... i 

Africa: Cape, Natal, St. Helena and i 
Kgypt ... ... ...; 

America : (Canada, United States and ; 

West Irulies ... ... ... ! 

.‘Xustrala.sia ... ... ... i 

Rs. 

— 19.:Mf),H8U 

18.177,53P 

18.S,7S3 

4,7Ui,r>02 

2.(351, «4S 
977,1(39 

Ks. 

- 29,847, 

i 

17,884,1(38 
i - 45,149 

4,510,699 

2,646,34s 
j - 639,511 

Total ...i 

7,3(32,261 

1 - 5,491,338 

i 

Silver countries 



Europe : Austria and Russia 

Asia, e.xccpl 'ITirkey and Java 

America : South 

The rest (including ICast Coast of Africa, 
Maurilius and Madaga.scar) 

2,254,113 

20,276,541 

729,112 

478,795 

1,277,386 

14,269,527 

729,112 

504,827 

Total ... 

2.3,7.38,561 

16,780,852 

Table IL — Trade of India with gold and silver coimlries in 
1891-2 (oniitting Ci0ver?t7ne?il stores J 

Cold countries ... ... ... ; 

19,398,360 

11,485,093 

Silver countries 

22,050,193 

18,527,484 

'I'otal ... 

41.448,553 

30,012,577 
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3, The second ground of complaint likewise ai)peais on 
close examination to have no substance in it. 'Phe official in 
India had suffered no appreciable loss for which he deserved 
any compensation. The loss in remitting money to England 
was to a large extent covered by the gain from the fall in English 
prices during this period. If exchange hud not fallen, he would 
no doubt have gained by this fall in prices ; but he had no moral 
claim to this undeserved gain as it had not entered into his 
calculations at the time he joined service in India. 

Besides this, allowance had to be made for the fact that the 
salaries of these officials were higher than they ncetl have 
been. As Mr. Adams pointed out to the Herschell Committee 
‘ all salaries of servants in India were lixed a very long time ago, 
when salaries for services requiring an equal standard of ability 
and character were at a much higher level ’ than the market 
rate prevailing at the time of the evidence. 

Taking the most generous view t)f the matter, the English 
official in India was entitled to compensation only to the extent 
to which it was reasonable that he should remit money to 
Pingland, say one-third of his salary. Even this concession was 
justifiable only in the case of people who had entered the service 
under existing contracts. As for future recruits, Government 
should have fixed their salaries, pensions, etc., in silver rather 
than force on India a change in her monetary standard. At any 
rate, ‘ to tamper with the monetary standard of a vast population 
for the sake of what was relatively a small, and mainly a foreign, 
interest savoured of setting another person’s house on fire to 
roast one’s sucking-pig ’ and was ‘ something like the betrayal 
of a national trust, all the more glaring in that Great Ikitain 
did not in its discharge take the people themselves into council.’’ 

4. The last was undoubtedly the most weighty argument. 
The fall in exchange made the task of framing a satisfactory 
budget a difficult one ; and at times threatened to involve Govern- 
ment in considerable embarrassment. But the extent of loss 
from this source was greatly exaggerated in the usual official 
complaints against the silver standard. The official figures for 
loans raised by India in England were calculated on the basis 

^ From the memorancluiij of R B, Chapman, C. S. 1., Secretary to the 
(jovernment of ftidia in the Department of Finance and Commerce from 
1869-81. 
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of 2s, exchange, whereas a great many of them had been raised 
at rates varying from Is, lid, to 1^. 9d, down to D. 7d,^ 
Government was shown to have incurred a loss on the amount 
spent in the purchase of stores in England on account of the 
fall in exchange, whereas, owing to the greater fall in gold 
prices, Government in reality had gained and not lost in respect 
of this item.*'^ 

Nor was the situation so desperate as to call for so drastic a 
remedy. The financial history of the period of falling exchange 
lent no support to the alarmist view Government seemed to take. 
The following table taken from the Appendices to the Fowler 
Committee’s report shows the net financial result for each year 
from 1872 -7:^ to 189T-94. 

Price of silver : Pate of exchange ; surplus or deficH hi. accouni 
of Govermnenl of /nd/a, lfi72 -73 to IH93 -94. 



1 ^ o 

Average rate per 



• ^ 

rupee at which 

Surplus 

Years 

Jr? ^ 

} <u P , 

! o 

bills & T. T. on 
India were sold 

or (leheit 
( — ) of the 


OJ CJ 

by the Secretary 

year 


, > o o 
) < .JJ 

of State 



rf. 

r/. 

Ks. 

1872-73 

wt., 

22*754 

17,65,672 j 

1873-74 

59\ 

22*351 

- 18,07,668 

1874-75 


22*156 

3,19,197 

1875-76 

561 ! 

21*628 

15,89,255 

1876-77 

52i ' 

20*508 

-25,84,176 

1877-78 

54}i< I 

20*791 

-42,62,040 

1878-79 

i 

19*794 

21,34,098 

1879-80 

: 

19*96 i 

-12,27,893 

1 

1880-81 


19*956 

-36,31,394 

1881-82 

5m 

19*895 

35,95,451 

1882-83 

5Vi 

19*525 

(i, 74.837 1 

1883-84 1 

50^n 

19*536 

18,79,477 ! 

1884-85 1 

50g 

19*,30S 

-3,86,446! 


I 


Remarks 


Commencement of dec- 
line in price of silver. 

Demonetization of silver 
f)y the (German Govern- 
ment, 


Famine in India. 

Suspension of sales by 
the German Government. 
Diminution in production 
or Californian mines. 

Monetary conference in 
Paris. 


' See evidence of Sir Frank Forbes. 

- See Prof. MarsbalPs evidence before the Gold and Silver Commi.sions 
(2-10-144). 
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N 

.5^ fl ? 

Average rate per 
rupee at which 

vSurplus 

Year 

«> •“ S’ 

bills & T. T. on 

or deficit 

^-5 § 

India were sold 

(— ) of the 


a; '-^-i sr, 

by the Secretary 

year 


> o o 

.< J 

of State 



d. 

d. 

Rs. 

3885-86 

48g 

1S‘2S4 

-28,01,72(S 

1886-87 

458 

17*441 

1.78,427 

1887-88 

44g 

iG-sns 

--20,28,832 

1888-89 

42s 

! lS*37b 

.37,018 

1889-90 

42fi 

lS*5fiG 

28,12,033 

ISfXI 91 

47}A 

ISOSb 

.30,88,171 , 

1891-92 


Uh 7.3.3 

4,07,.S.3.S 

1892 93 

39A 

1 4* ass 

1 

—8,33,412 

1893-94 

35/;, 

34-547 

1 

— 15,40,098 


Remarks 


Suspension of coiiiat^c 
of tile Bland dollar recom- 
mended by tile President 
of the United States. 

J(rn.rat deprcssi(>n in trade. 


Purchases «)i' silver by 
I he U. vS. 'rreasnrv raised 
to .SI, 000, 000 ounces a year. 

Monetary couferenet* in 
Jbn.ssel.s. 

Indian mints closer! to 
free cr^inaj^o. Repeal of the 
piirchasintj clauses vf Sher- 
man Act in the U. S. A. 


It will be .seen from the above, that in the decade 188.3-84 to 
1892-9.3, thoiifi^h there had been yeais of deficit and years of 
surplus, there had been on the whole, on a balance of' ten years, 
a surplus ; and this in spite of the fact that the expenditure 
chargeable to revenue had been swollen by various non-recur- 
ring contingencies, such as the cost of annexation and pacifica- 
tion of Upper Burma, the expenditure on fortifications of the 
North-West Frontier and coast defences, equipment of the army 
with new rifles, and numerous punitive expeditions. During 
the same decade, Government had paid olT, out of the revenue^ a 
considerable sum towards the reduction of the permanent debt 
of India. Even if we take the Iwejiiy years ending in 1892 -9.3 wc 
get a net deficit of less than Rs. 24,00,000, by no means an 
unsatisfactory record for a country like India. ‘ In fact so 
competent a financier as Sir Robert Giffcn remarked ; ‘ So 

far as my judgment goes, Indian fmanco on ihe whole has been 
exceedingly prosperous, . . . there are few countries in the 
world that can show such a record for twenty years, (or 

' I'ide evidence of Messrs. Adams aud Ralli before Herscludl Committee. 

1.5 
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which) have gone through these twenty years with so small 
a deficit in the aggregate. I think also, if the thing were 
looked into, it would be found that the permanent burden of India 
had not been increased in any substantial way even by borrow- 
ing for new works, but that considerable conversions of the debt 
had been effected.’ 

Even one of the official witnesses, Mr. Robert Hardie, 
Member of the India Council, admitted in his evidence before 
the Herschell Committee that ‘ as a matter of fact the diffi- 
culties .sv? have not been very serious.’’ Plis case was that 
the Government were ‘ apprehensive of greater difficulties in the 
future than had occurred in the past.’’ It was thus the prospective 
rather than the actual difficulties which made the Government so 
nervous. But even if these fears had materialized, was it not 
possible to meet the situation by retrenchment ? Was it not 
within the range of practical politics to apply the pruning- 
knife, if not to civil expenditure, at least to some portion 
of the military expenditure, or the expenditure on public 
works out of the revenue, which no one dreamt of so financing in 
England ? This plain issue was cleverly evaded by the Herschell 
Committee, as the following extract from their report will 
show : ‘ There is . . . another way in which the deficiency may 
be met, namely, by reduction of expenditure. We are quite 
alive to the importance of this resource, and to the expediency 
of urging economy in every practical way, more especially as 
there is no pressure brought to bear on the Government of 
India like that to wliich the Chancellor of the Exchequer in his 
country is subjected by the representatives of the taxpayers. 
But, difficult as it is for us to form an opinion on the possibility 
of raising additional revenue, it is still more difficult to estimate 
the possibility of reducing expenditure. In order to do so, it 
would be necessary to enter upon an examination of the policy 
and action of the Government of India, both in military and civil 
matters, a task tv/i/ch is beyond our protmicc^ Experience, how- 
ever, shows, as regards military expenditure, that it is at all 
times difficult to resist its growth, and that occasionally the 
circumstances which call for it arc beyond the control of any 
Government ; while, as regards civil expenditure, an advancing 


' The italics are ours. 
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civilization brings with it constantly increasing demands for 
Government action and enterprise, demands which are not 
the less urgent when, as is the case in India, they must 
originate with the Government, rather than, as in Europe, 
with the people. Although, therefore, we feel strongly the 
► necessity for the utmost care in restricting expenditure, we 
are certainly not in a position to conclude that any economies 
are possible which would enable the Indian Government to meet 
successfully the great and growing deficit caused by falling 
exchdnge.’ ^ 

Nor was it easy to accept the official view that Government 
could not increase taxation or that they could not find the means 
of meeting their gold obligations. As Sir Robert GifTen pointed 
out, the community of India — the Government mid the people 
together — were not really alfected in any way by changes in the 
value of their own money with reference to any foreign money 
in which their obligations had to be paid. The gold debt of the 
country was really paid by the remittance of surplus produce 
from India, the magnitude of which depended upon the yield of 
harvests, and on the value for which the produce could be sold in 
the money obtained outside India. If, owing to the appreciation of 
gold, India was obliged to send a larger amount of produce than 
formerly to meet this debt, the case was one in which thei’e 
must be increased taxation in some form or other. Either there 
must be new taxes or the old taxes must be made to command 
more produce by an artificial enhancement of the value of the rupee ; 
in either case the final result was the same, there was an in- 
crease of taxation of the people of India of an entirely unavoid- 
able kind. If, on the other hand, the case was one in which the 
same produce had to be sent from India as before, but the Indian 
Government was not able to command the same produce in con- 
sequence of the depreciation of its money, then what the Indian 
Government lost at the moment, through its revenue being in- 
sufficient to obtain command of produce required to meet its 
gold debt, clearly amounted to a re?nissio7i of taxation of equal 
amount to the people of India. The problem in that case 
was, 7iot how to increase taxation as compared with what it was 
before, but how to make the taxation equivalent to what it was 


* The italics are onrs. 
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before. For that purpose new taxes would be necessary ; but 
that would not be new taxation on the community generally ; 
the burden of taxation after they were imposed would not 
be any greater than it was before the depreciation of the rupee 
had taken place. It was therefore difficult to accept the state- 
ment of responsible officials that new taxes could not be 
imposed. 

Coming to particular items, it was easy to show that rail- 
way rates, which were charges for services done in the way of 
business, ought to have been capable of yielding a much larger 
revenue if there was a real depreciation of the rupee. Then 
there were the import duties, which could easily have been 
trebled — for the Indian Customs tariff was then one of the 
lowest amongst countries in a similar economic position — if 
only the Government of India had had the courage of their con- 
victions. It is doubtful whether the British Hoiise of Commons 
would have prevented the Indian Government from raising their 
revenue in this way, and taken the serious responsibility of 
compelling them to alter the monetary standard instead. But, 
even if these fears had materialized, it was the clear duty of 
the Government of India to make a bold stand for a principle. 
The closing of the mints itself was not, according to theory on 
7vhicli Government advocated it^ a real escape from further taxation 
of the people. It was more or less a political manceuvre calculated 
to hide the real effects of the monetary change. Had the sterling 
value of the rupee risen through a rise hi its purchasing power in 
terms of commodities, the advantage to Government in their 
annual remittance to England would have been paid hr by the 
producer^ who would have been obliged to accept fewer rupees for 
the produce he sold. As Messrs. Campbell and John Muir 
forcibly pointed out in their dissenting note to the report of the 
Fowler Committee, ‘ to deny that arbitrary enhancement of the 
currency is a tax, and to argue that the producer is no worse off 
in the long run, that wages and other charges adjust them- 
selves to its altered value, is to maintain the dangerous 
principle that Government may lighten its liabilities without in- 
jury to anybckly by a step of this kind.' As a matter of fact, 
however, the rupee did not rise in purchasing power, except 
temporarily ; and these consequences did not ensue. Neverthe- 
less, the closure of the mints inflicted a serious loss on the poor 
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Indian ryot. It produced a heavy fall in the value of silver as a 
commodity ; it thus depreciated the value of the ryot's silver 
ornaments— the only form of savin8:s known to him, the only 
provision he had made against famine times. Formerly, under 
the open mints, he could easily have converted his silver orna- 
• ments into rupees ; he could no longer do so without incurring 
heavy loss. Formerly in times of scarcity and famine, a consi- 
derable Quantity of silver ornaments found its way to the mints. 

‘ During the period of the great famine in 1877 and the follow- 
ing years, for example, large quantities of such ornaments were 
minted. In three years, no less than Rs. 45,00,000 was thus 
turned into money.’ ^ These facts point unmistakably to the 
conclusion that even this, the most weighty argument against 
the silver standard, was hardly strong enough to justify the 
monetary revolution of 1893. 

5. It is sometimes the imactice with partisans of the gold 
standard to suggest, by a glowing description of the progress 
of India in the period following 1893, that the silver standard 
was an obstacle to progress. How little justification there is for 
this view will be clear from the following summary of a paper 
read by Sir W. Hunter at the Society of Arts on the Ibtli February 
1892 2 

‘ Between 1881 and 1891 the whole number of the army had 
been raised from 1,70,000 to 2,20,000, and the number of British 
soldiers in it from HO, 000 to 71,000, or, including reserves, 
volunteers, etc., to very much more. Many largo and costly 
defensive works had been constructed both on the North-West 
Frontier, and on the coasts. In recent years almost all public 
buildings have been reconstructed on a large scale. 

‘ Railways, both military and commercial, have been very 
greatly extended. Notwithstanding these extraordinary ex- 
penses, there were, during the twenty-five years which followed 
1862, fourteen years of surplus, and eleven years of deficit 
yielding a net surplus of Rs. 40,00,000. In 1889 the public debt 
of India, exclusive of capital invested in railways, showed a 
reduction, since the Mutiny period, of Rs. 2,60,00,000. The rate 
at which India can borrow has been reduced from four or five per 

^ Herschell Committee. 

Quoted in paras. 2 and 3 of T. H. Karrer and R. K, Wei by ’s 
Minute of Dissent from the Majority Report (Herschell Committee). 



118 


INDIAN CURRENCY AND EXCHANGE 


cent to a little over 3 per cent. The revenue of India, exclusive 
of Railways and Municipal funds, has grown between 1856-57 
and 1886 -87 from Rs. 3,33,78,000 to Rs. 6,28,59,000, and in 
1891 it had increased to Rs, 6,40,00,000, or including Railways 
and Irrigation receipts to Rs. 8,.57,50,000, and this increase is due 
to the growth of old revenue rather than to new taxation. Fur- < 
ther, whilst the rent or land tax paid by the people has increased 
by one-third, the produce of their fields has more than dohbled, 
in consequence partly of higher prices and partly of increase in 
cultivation. Further, in 1891 there were nearly 18,000 miles of 
railway open, carrying 121,000,000 passengers and 26,000,000 
tons of goods, and adding a benefit to the people of India, 
calculated as far back as 1886 at Rs. 6,00,00,000. Further, the 
Indian exports and imports at sea, which in 1858 were about 
Rs. 4,00,00,000, amounted in 1891 to about Rs. 20,00,00,000, and 
the produce thus exported has increased in quality and variety 
no less than in amount.’ 

6. But was the silver standard to blame in any way for the 
continuous fall in exchange with gold standard countries ? Had 
gold become more valuable in itself, or silver less valuable in 
itself, or if both movements had happened, which had been 
relatively greater ? This preliminary is.sue, though raised by 
Mr. Leonard Courtney in his dissenting minute, was not 
examined by the Herschell Committee. An examination of the 
broad facts of the situation, however, leaves no doubt in the 
mind that the fluctuations in exchange-rates were due, primarily, 
to an appreciation in the value of gold, and not to a depreciation 
in the value of silver. 

In all the countries that had adopted the gold standard, 
a marked decline of prices had set in during this period, 
partly because of the enhanced demand of gold as currency, 
and partly because of a decline in the world^s produc- 
tion of gold. Prices in England, for instance, fell by ^ijout 
45 per cent between 1873 and 1893 ; in other words, there was a 
rise in the value of gold, expressed in terms of its purchasing ’ 
power, not over one commodity like silver, but over a group of 
forty-five commodities. And this rise was continuous and 
rapid. Taking the year 1873 as the base for comparison, and 
expressing the purchasing power of gold over forty-five com- 
modities in that year by 100, the corresponding figures for the 
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years 1877, 1878, 1883, 1885, and 1887, as calculated by Professor 
Kemmerer, an American economist, are 128, 134, 135, 154 and 
163, respectively. 

It is interesting: to note that prices fluctuated far more in 
England under the gold standard than in Shanghai under the 
•silver standard, and that the general purchasing power of gold 
was more unstable than that of silver in England, India or 
Shanghai. Judged by the test of these facts, it was gold and 
not silver that lacked stability. And it was mainly because 
of thife instability in the value of gold that there was a 
constant fall in the rupee-sterling exchange. No doubt, 
there was some decline in the value of silver also, owing to 
various causes, such as the demonetization of silver in most of 
the European countries and the continuous increase in the 
world’s production of silver. But, taking the period as a whole, 
the purchasing power of the rupee varied much less widely than 
that of the pound. According to the calculations of Professor 
Kemmerer, ‘ For the pound, the extreme range of the Index 
numbers was sixty-three points (100-163) ; while for the rupee it 
was but thirty -one points (103-72). Ignoring the worst famine 
year, i.e., 1878, the range for the rupee was but 27 points 
(103-76).’^ 

If then, stability of value in terms of general purchasing 
power and not in terms of a single commodity, however 
important, be an essential attribute of a good standard of value, 
the Indian currency system during the period 1872-93 satisfied 
that test better than the gold standard of European countries. 
At any rate, a standard which showed this stability did not 
deserve to be dismissed in the summary fashion in which the 
Herschell Committee condemned it. 

7. There remains one other point to consider in connection 
with the closing of the mints. The theory on which the pro- 
posal to close the mints was based was explained, twenty years 
later, by Sir David Barbour, the real author of the monetary 
changes, as follows: ‘ I was firmly convinced of the soundness 
of the qtiayitity theory of money and knew that, if the unlimited 
coinage of silver was stopped, it was quite possible to reduce 
the amount of the rupee circulation to such an extent as 


^ Kemmerer 's Modern Currency Reforms, p. 21. 



120 


INDIAN CURRENCY AND EXCHANGE 


to bring the Indian exchange to a par with gold at a rate 
of exchange which could be permanently maintained. How 
great the necessary amount of reduction might be I could 
not tell/ The plan was variously called by its advocates 
‘Starving the currency*, ‘Rarefaction of the currency*, 
‘Creation of scarcity value *, and ‘ Relative contraction of the* 
currency *, 

Do the facts of the period 1893 08 show that the rise in 
exchange actually brought about was due to this relative 
contraction of currency and the consequent increase ‘in the 
purchasing power of the rupee ? The relevant facts to note 
in this connection are : — 

(1) The r/.sr in the value of the rupee as measured by its 

purchasing power over commodities immediately after the 
closing of the mints, the index number of prices in India falling 
from 129 in 1893 to 120 in 1895 p. 148, chapter xii). 

(2) T/tc fall in the average exchange value of the rupee 
from 14-546 <L in 1893 to 13-638 d, in 1895. 

(3) A heavy de/}reciatio7i in the purchasing power of the 
rupee during the years 1896 and 1897, its index number of prices 
being 131 in 1896 and 153 in 1897. 

(4) The rise in rupee-sterling exchange from 13*638 d, in 

1895 to 14-450 d, in 1896 and 15-406 d, in 1897. 

These facts lend no support to the claim that the closure of 
the mints raised exchange-rates through its effect on the 
general purchasing power of the rupee. There is, moreover, 
reason to believe that, in spite of the closing of the mint, there 
was very little of ‘ relative contraction of the currency *. Apart 
from a decline in the amount of goods sold because of famine in 

1896 -97, and a small expansion of circulating bank credit during 
'this period, the monetary circulation was actually increased in 
three different ways. Firstly, under an Act of December 17, 
;1896, 20 millions of rupees were released from the Paper 
Currency Reserve and put into circulation by the end of March 
1897. Secondly. Government spent large sums in relief work 
out of their cash balances, with the result that the treasury 
balances were reduced from Rs. 185-3 millions in 1894-95 to 
Rs. 99-7 millions in 1896 -97. Lastly, large amounts of rupees 
were withdrawn from hoards and put into circulation. It is 
plain that the rise in exchange in these circumstances must 
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have been due to causCvS other than ‘ rarefaction of currency ’ — a 
fact practically admitted by the Fowler Committee, as the fol- 
lowing extract from its report will show ; ‘ In the first place, we 
desire to point out that it has not been proved that the rise in 
the value of the rupee since 1894 -95 is due solely to relative 
contraction of the Indian currency ; and it may be that it is not 
mainly to this cause. It is not certain that there has been any 
contraction of the Indian Currency tliat has materially affected 
the exchange, though it may not unreasonably be inferred that 
there must have been some contraction, and that such contrac- 
tion has had some influence on the exchange value of the rupee. 
On the other hand, there are causes other than contraction of the 
currency, which affect the value of the rupee and the exchange 
with London. Large borrowhigs in London on account of India, 
reduction of the dj^awings of the Secretary of State, an inc7^ease in 
the exports froyn India unaccont panied by an equivalent increase in 
imports^ as well as a general rise in gold prices, would all affect 
the rate of exchange with India, though it is quite impossible to 
estimate the relative importance of these factors among them- 
selves, or the amount of their influence on exchange as compar- 
ed with the effect of a contraction of the currency, or to state 
the price degree of influence which any or all of them have had 
on any particular alteration in the exchange. Nor, on the other 
hand, is it certain that the unusually low rate of exchange that 
prevailed in 1894-95 was due solely to a relative redundancy of 
the Indian Currency. The closing of the Indian mints neces- 
sarily brought into play many disturbing influences, which may 
have affected the exchange in 1894 -95. 

* Since the mints were closed there have also been large 
borrowings on Indian account, and there have been, in some years, 
large reductions below the normal amount in the public 
remittances from India, while fluctuations have been experienced 
in the foreign trade of India, due to famine and plague as 
well as the other cause. All these causes must at different 
times have affected the exchange either favourably or un- 
favourably, 

‘ Another influence which must have had a favourable effect 
on the Indian exchange is the reduction in the imports of silver 
to the closing of the mints. The average yearly net import in 
the three years preceding the closing of the mints, was 
16 
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43,133,678 oz. of the value of Rs. 1,20,20,296 ; and for the three 
years ending 1898-99, the average net import was 31,126,376 oz, 
of the value of Rs, 61,03,431. 

‘ In the face of these facts we have just stated, we are unable 
to accept, without qualification, the opinion that the rise in the 
value of the rupee since 1894 95 has been due wholly, or mainly ^ 
to relative contraction of the Indian currency. Wc are not 
prepared to say that the contraction of the Indian currency has 
not been an important factcu* in the rise in the Indian exchange ; 
but, so long as the facts of the case are surrounded by so'much 
obscurity, we consider that it would be unsafe to base action of so 
drastic a character on this assumption.’ 

In spite of the apparent anxiety of the Committee to adopt a 
non-committal attitude on the point, this passage discloses 
clearly a recognition on their part of the fact that there were 
other important causes at work that all tended to raise exchange. 
That some at least of these causes were sufficicnl by themselves 
to account for the rise in exchange, was practically admitted by 
Mr. J. F. Findlay, Secretary to the Government of India, in his 
cross-examination before the Fowler Committee, as the follow- 
ing extract from his evidence will show: — 

Q. 2836. Now I want to go back again to the borrow- 
ings. I have got liere an abstract of the figures taken from the 
India Office return. In 1894-95 the Government of India paid off 
Rs. 11,72,338 of debt ; in 1895 96 they paid off Rs. 5,84,812 ; in 
1896 97 they borrowed Rs. 33,26,125, that is, exclusive of the two 
millions from the currency reserve ; in 1897 -98 they borrowed 
Rs. 26,75,600. In addition the Government received the follow- 
ing sums from railway companies : In 1895-96 Rs. 1,63,800 ; in 
1896 -97, Rs. 3,28,200; in 1897 98, Rs. 7,04,800; and in 1898-99 
estimate, Rs. 14,40,000. Then, as regards borrowing, the 
Government and the guaranteed companies raised in 1894-95 
;^2,339,765 (that is in London). Then in 1895-96 they raised 
^939,1.33. In 1896-97 they raised ;^2,720,901. Then in 1897 -98 
they raised ^10,138,281. In 1898- 99, ^488,300. The companies 
that were not guaranteed raised in those years the following 
sums : in the calendar year 1894, ;^475,927 ; in 1895, ;^698,385 ; 
in 1826, ^'1,849,444. I have not the figures for the two 
following years ; but in 1897, for the six months up to the 30th 
June, they laised ;^463,037, and this year also they intend to 
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raise a considerable sum. Now do you think that the borroivhig 
is sufficiently tary^c to account for an appreciable proportion 
of the rise hi exchajiy^e tiiat has taken place since 1894 -95 ? — 
Certainly. * 

Q, 2839. Since the mints were closed, the averag:c (of 
•imports of silver) fell ofT from an average of about Rs. 1,20,00,000 
yearly to about Rs. 60,00,000— Yes. 

Q. 2840. That is a reduced import into India of 
Rs. 60,00,000— Yes. 

Q. 2841. rhat would have an appreciable effect on ex- 
change ? — It would. 

The course of events in subsequent years shook the con> 
Hdence o‘' even officials in the theory. The connection between 
exchange and the (juantity of moiiey in circulation in India was 
denied by no less an authority than Sir Lionel Abraham in his 
evidence before the Chamberlain C'ommission. Asked whether the 
‘ great trouble in Indian exchange arises from the fact that there 
is such an enormous volume of token coins in circulation he 
replied, ‘That is a view which has oftenbeen put forward, but which 
I iind the greatest difficulty in accepting. / think the conncciion 
behveen the volume of token coinage and the stability of exchange is 
very remote^ as indeed is shown by the fact that now, at this 
moment, the token coinage is of greater volume than ever before, 
and I think one might almost say that exchange is more stable 
than it ever has been. According lo riiy view, as I tried to put it 
in an answer to another member, the stability of exchangedepends 
on trade conditions, and the trade conditions may be affected, I 
admit, but are slowly and indirectly affected, if at all, by changes 
in the vohJIne of currency.'* 

This again is perhaps going too far in the other direction. 
The truth is, as already shown in chapter iv, that exchange 
depends not on the price^level in any one country but on relative 
price-levels, measured in prices not of all commodities but of only 
those coxnmodities which enter into international trade. And, 
although India’s imports and exports are large, still in the 
main, the hdand prices of products on whicii the majority of the 
people live have no close connection with foreign trade, gold, 
and gold exchanges. The correct doctrine was explained 

* The italics are ours. 
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by Prof. Marshall in his evidence before the Fowler Committee 
as follows : — 

Q, 11,788. What do you take to be the general relation 
between the Indian exchange and prices in India and England ? — 
India is so large that prices at her ports differ widely from up- 
country prices ; and partly for this reason 7?mc/i of the produce of 
India is very little connected either as cause or effect with the course 
of trade. But, broadly speaking, the Indian exchange, ' both 
before and after the closing of the mints, has indicated the 
proportion between rupee prices at Indian ports and sterling prices 
at Enyrlish ports; and, subject to allowance for freights, etc. 
between India and England, the rule holds that the exchange or 
the gold price of the rupee is the ratio of sterling prices to 
rupee prices. . . . 

O. 11,789. You say, ‘ Speaking generally the Indian ex- 
change is the ratio of sterling prices to rupee prices at the ports \ 
Will you kindly amplify that ? — The Indian exchange is 
(jiioted as the sterling price of the rupee, that is, as the price in 
London of the command of a rupee’s worth of goods in Calcutta 
or Bombay. If the exchange is not by telegraph, something 
must, of course, be allowed for interest. It is worth the while 
of an English importer of, say, jute, to pay this price for a rupee 
if the jute that he can get with a rupee will sell net in London 
for this price. By net is meant, after paying all the expenses ; i.e. 
including insurance, interest for the time the capital is locked 
up in transit, and remuneration for himself. Thus Indian ex- 
change is the ratio which the sterling price of jute, after allowing 
for freight, bears to the India price. In the same way, the 
exchange is the ratio that the sterling price of calico bears to 
the Calcutta price after allowance is made for freight, etc. I'he 
details of this had, perhaps, better be taken separately for the 
case in which the imports of silver directly affect the currency 
of India, and the case in which they do not. The latter case is 
really the simpler. 

O. 11,790. Now, will 3^011 say how this works out I — 
Since the mints were closed, the currency of India has consisted 
of Governmeiit notes printed on silver. Their value is governed 
in the main by their amount relatively to the work which they 
have to do, account being taken of the fact that apprehensions 
as to the stability of value of such a currency will affect the 



THE BALANCE OF ACCOUNTS 


125 


amount of the purchasing power which people care to keep 
directly or indirectly in the form of currency. The Indian 
exchange is then governed by the relation between gold prices 
and rupee prices, being, in fact, an expression of the ratio 
between them. 

As explained in chapter iv, the relative price-levels determine 
only the normal rate of exchange. Deviations from the normal 
are possible on many grounds, one of the most important being 
the bala7tcc ol accounts. The peculiarity of the Indian system ha.s 
been that the balance of accounts has been repeatedly turned in 
favour of India, on account of heavy anti continnons borrowing in 
London, so that what would have been, in the absence of a change 
in the relative price-levels, only a temporary phenomenon, has 
appeared to be a normal feature. But the fundamental cause at 
work has throughout been the ratio between the price-levels at 
the ports. 
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A GOLD STANDARD WITH GOLD AS CURRENCY IN 
INTERNAL CIRCULATION 

1. In chapter v, we noticed briefly the recommendation of 
the Fowler Committee in favour of ‘ throwing the Indian mints 
open to the unrestricted coinage of gold on terms and conditions 
such as govern the three Australian branches of the Royal 
Mint’, and traced the development of the Indian currency 
system along lines which, though dilTerent from those suggested 
by the Fowler Committee, were subsequently approved ox by 
the Chamberlain Commission in 1913. The majority of this 
Commission subjected the proposals of the Fowler Committee 
to searching criticism, and arrived at the conclusion that ‘ it 
would not be to India’s advantage to encourage an increased 
use of gold in the internal circulation.’ This authoritative 
approval of the existing system gave a serious set-back to the 
proposal for establishing a gold currency in India, which was 
regarded even in official circles as late as May, 191 as ‘ the 
logical and natural consequence of the closing of the mints to 
silver, and as the necessary accompaniment of the establi-shment 
of a gold standard.’ The decision of the Commission was thus 
a challenge to widely accepted views, and consequently gave 
rise to a prolonged controversy which has not yet been laid to 
rest. It is necessary therefore to note the main points at issue 
in this controversy. 

Some of the main arguments in favour of a gold currency 
were summed up by the Chamberlain Commission as follows : 
(1) That gold is a more convenient and portable medium of 
circulation than the rupee ; (2) that gold currency is a neces- 
sary step towards what may be regarded as the ideal currency, 
namely, paper backed up by gold in reserve ; (3) that some 
prestige attaches to the possession of a gold currency, whereas 
a silver circulation is the mark of less progressive peoples ; (4) 
that a large amount of gold in circulation is a strong, and in 
the view of some people, the only adequate, support for exchange ; 
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(5) that the constant mintage of fresh supplies of rupees is 
objectionable, and would be obviated by an increasing circulation 
of sovereigns ; (6) that, until India has a gold currency in active 
circulation, India will continue to possess an artificial and 
managed currency. 

Each of these arguments was criticized severely in the report 
signed by the majority of the Commissioners ; and their adverse 
criticism in its turn called forth a well-reasoned rejoinder from 
Sir James Begbio, the only dissenting member. It is best, 
therefore, to take up each of these arguments separately, so as to 
bring out clearly the points of difference between the opposing 
views. 

2. The first point raised the important cjiiestion as to the real 
preference of the public. Both sides were agreed on the 
general principle that the extent to which a particular coin 
should be put into circulation, ‘ must be decided solely in accor- 
dance with India's oivn needs and wishes and that * it would be 
unjust to force' or rupees in circulation in India. But, 

while the majority held that ‘ India must continue for many 
years to use rupees for payment of the S7nail a^nounts which form 
the bnlk of mlernal iransactions the dissenting member laid 
stress on the fact that * the public had absorbed during the last 
twelve years approximately equal amounts of rupees and 
sovereigns and that the ‘ demand for sovereigns had rapidly 
inn-eased' during the preceding four years, and contended that 
‘ these recent gold requirements showed an important change in 
the currency needs of the people ’, and indicated ‘ a preference for 
gold over rupees.’ The question therefore resolved itself into 
one of interpreting rightly the significance of the figures relating 
to the amount of gold absorbed into India. Mr. Keynes, one of 
the members of the Commission, took up the position that the 
gross figures of gold imports into India were not at all relevaiit 
to the question, as part of that amount was used for ornament, 
part for hoarding, and part was melted down ; and that it was 
only the part that was employed as curt-ency that could show the 
preference of the public for gold currency. He contended that 
the evidence, such as was available, went to show ‘ the existence 
in India ... of an enormous demand for gold btillio7i, a very 


The italics ou this page are ours. 
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considerable demand for sovereigns for the purposes of hoardmg, 
and a relatively smaller demand for them, conlined chiefly to the 
United Provinces, the Punjab, Madras, and Bombay, for purposes 
of curre/icy, * 

A fair-minded reader of this evidence will find it difficult to 

« 

resist the conclusion that the interpretation put by Mr. Keynes 
on the available statistics is really the right one. Common 
observation, as well as the known poverty of the bulk of the 
people, alike support the view that the bulk of internal, trans- 
actions in India will continue, for a long time, to involve 
small amounts for which gold will hardly be a suitable coin. 
Even the majority of the Fowler Committee, who declared them- 
selves in favour of making the IJritish sovereign a legal tender 
and a current coin in India, had no illusions on the point ; they 
frankly admitted that ‘ there was little or no likelihood, even 
according to the most sanguine view, that for a long time to 
come gold coins, even if declared a legal tender forthwith, would 
find their way to any great extent into general circulation.’ 
Indian publicists like Sir D. E. Wacha spoke from the platform 
of the Indian National Congress (1898) in a similar vein : ‘ For, 
consider how you may, you cannot help admitting the fact that, 
bearing in mind the poverty of the people and their immemorial 
habits and usages, gold can never become the currency. Silver 
alone is suitable and convenient. It is the natural currency.’ 
And several witnesses before the Fowler Committee pointed 
out that ‘ for the man in the street and the man in the village or 
the village shop, a gold coinage would be absolutely useless.’ 
Again, if the history of the past is any safe guide in such matters, 
the figures of gold and silver coinage during the period 1801- 35, 
a period when gold was coined freely, and both gold and 
silver were legal tender — a period which is often referred to by 
the advocates of gold currency as showing the popularity of 
gold coinage— seem to support the contention of Mr. Keynes, 
for during these years, while the silver coinage amounted to 
^63,631,833, gold coinage was only ;^1 1,060, 148.^ We have 
no further statistics to rely upon except those commented on by 
Mr. Keynes, as the figures since 1914 lead us nowhere, owing 
to the abnormal conditions prevailing since then, and the almost 

* I'tcfe p. 622, vol. ii. Appendices to the /Report of the Chamberlain 
Commission . 
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universal restrictions on the free movements of gold during the 
greater part of the war and the post-war periods. 

This line of reasoning is, however, not as conclusive as it 
may appear at first sight. As Sir James Begbie pointed out, 
an extensive token currency ‘ has the usual effect of driving 
gold out of circulation' No fair inference as to the public prefer- 
ence for gold can therefore be safely drawn from the small 
amount of gold in circulation under such conditions. 

Noi is it proper to draw’^ any very sharp distinction between 
the sovereigns hoarded and those in active circulation. The so- 
called hoards may be used as money more often than the term is 
usually held to imply. ^ 

Similarly, one cannot rely absolutely on the argument based 
upon the poverty of the people of Ijidia. We may on this point 
cite the high authority of Prof. Mai shall, who in his evidence 
before the Gold and Silver Commission said, ‘ It is commonly 
said that poor districts would not be likely to use much gold. 
T. hat may be so but there is no certainty about it. The use of 
gold seems to depend on habits whicli are not easily traced and 
measured statistically, but which arc perhaps closely connected 
in some parts of the world with the hoarding of gold. For 
instance, more than 80 per cent of the value of coins in circula- 
tion in some of the poorest parts of France consists of gold, 
while in some of the richer districts the value of gold in circula- 
tion is less than that of silver ’ (O. 9674). 

The truth is that the public i)referencc ior one coin to the 
other can be conclusively proved only when the public is free to 
convert one into the other. The rupee in India was not freely 
convertible into gold during the period on which Mr. Keynes 
relied for his figures ; the absorption of a large amount of rupees 
as currency during that period does not therefore negative the idea 
that the public would have converted them into gold if they had 
been free to do so. If Government was sure of the fact that 
the public preferred rupees, there was no risk whatever in 
making the rupee freely convertible into gold. The unwilling- 
ness of Government to assume a positive obligation for the 
convertibility of the rupee internally raised a presumption that 
Government feared that the public would prefer gold to rupees, 

^ See Mr. Howard’s note of evidence to the Cliamberlain Commission. 
17 
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as internal currency. The only decisive rebuttal of the critics' 
case lay in the bold assumption by Government of this obliga- 
tion to convert rupees into gold ; but this Government has all 
along declined to do. 

Nor was the real coiiteniion of the critics of the Indian 
Currency System fairly met by this line of argument. No one 
grudged the rupee the position that cheques or notes occupied 
in advanced European countries. The real point to which the 
critics were driving was an arrangement under which the rupee 
would be freely convertible into gold, just as cheques were in 
England and notes in Continental countries. Only a minute 
fraction of the population in European countries had any occas- 
ion actually to handle a gold coin ; and yet nobody had ever 
suggested that on that account cheques and notes should be 
declared inconvertible into gold. Similarly, the masses in India 
. may continue to use silver currency in their everyday life ; but 
that was hardly a reason for refusing them the right to have 
their token coins converted into gold when they wished to do so. 
Again, if the bulk of transactions involve only small amounts 
why need the rupee be unlimited legal tender at all ? No advo- 
cate of a gold standard and a gold currency ever objected to the 
popularity of the rupee as the chief medium of exchange, it it 
were only limited legal tender or freely convertible into gold. 
The argument of Mr. Keynes was no answer to contentions like 
this. But for this evasion of the real points at issue, the confu- 
sion in the minds of the advocates of a gold currency was not a 
little responsible ; they failed on the whole to make their 
position clear. 

3. In refutation of the second argument, the majority 
attempted to show that history gave no support to the view that 
a paper currency could be reached only after a gold currency had 
been in circulation, and urged that ‘ a paper currency, if readily 
eiicashable, was the most economical medium of exchange and at 
the same time provided a readily available reserve of gold for 
foreign remittance.' 

No exception could possibly be taken to this general 
statement, but a critic may fairly deny its applicability to 
the Indian Currency System. The Indian currency note was 
readily encashable not in gold but in rupees ^ which were 
practically inconvertible notes printed on silver. In effect, 
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it was very much therefore on a par with inconvertible 
paper currency — by no means the best means of educating 
people in the use of more economical forms of currency 
than gold. Nor did the system provide a readily available 
reserve of gold for foreign remittance, as quite a substantial 
part of the Paper Currency Reserve consisted of silver, rupees 
and securities. 

Far from educating people properly in monetary matters, 
Sir James Begbie rightly contended, the present system had 
just the opposite effect. It kept gold out of useful employment. 
People who prized gold so highly as to store and hoard it were 
not likely to invest it so long as they had to take the risk of 
being repaid in token coins. What was needed was ‘ not 
education in the use of economical currency so much as edu- 
cation in the use of store of gold ’ ; and this was not possible 
so long as there was an extensive and expanding token currency. 

‘ A currency in which gold was a more prominent feature, and 
to which token coins were less freely added, would be more 
practical as an educative force. Gold coins would be suitable 
and convenient for many ordinary currency purposes, and by 
using them the public would be gradually led to use gold for the 
other purposes, such as investments, especially if a considerable 
circulation of gold existed, sufficient to inspire the public with 
confidence that when they wanted their gold restored to them 
they could get it.'* 

4. As regards the third argument, the majority drew a 
distinction between a jiiold standard, which, they admitted, had 
become a mark of progressive people, and ‘ a ^old currency in 
the sense of a preponderating use of gold for internal exchanges ', 
which, they contended, was not a characteristic of a single one 
of the great Powers of the world, all of whom used either 
cheques or notes for internal transactions. In their opinion, 
the Indian Currency System was not in actual practice different 
from the currency systems of such countries as Russia, Holland, 
Japan, or Austria-Hungary, for ^ in these countries as in India, 
gold actually in circulation is of secondary importance, and the 
internal medium of exchange, whether it be a silver coin or a 
paper note, depends for its value in exchange, not on its own 

^ Sir James Begbie's Minute of Dissent, 
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intrinsic worth, but on the maintenance in reserve of gold or 
resources readily convertible into gold, and, in the case of 
Russia and Japan at any rate, large portions of gold resources 
are held not at home, but in London, Paris, and other monetary 
countries, just as India's Gold vStandard Reserve is held in 
London.' (Para 51.) 

The dissenting member, on the other hand, considered such 
analogies ‘ unsafe as a guide to Indian policy because the 
conditions were not identical.' ‘ In none of the countries ', he 
pointed out, ‘ is there the same private absorption of gold that 
there is in India. Whatever experience elsewhere may be, the 
recent demands for gold in India show a loss of confidence 
on the part of the public in the token coin, and that is a situa- 
tion that cannot be ignored.' Thus, on analysis, we come back 
to the vital question of the public preference for gold or silver, 
which we have already discussed at length. 

5. The fourth argument called for a somewhat elaborate 
comment from the majority. They admitted that a considerable 
quantity of gold would be available for export at times of weak 
exchange, if gold was used in active circulation to the same 
extent as it was in Egypt ; but pointed out that this was not 
possible, unless a large amount of rupees was withdrawn from 
circulation, and the note-issue reduced to a comparatively 
insignificant position. If, however, all that the advocates of a 
gold currency really contemplated was an addition of gold coins 
to the existing circulation of notes and rupees, the Commission- 
ers feared that the policy of popularizing gold as currency, 
instead of helping exchange, might jeopardize it. For gold, in 
that case, would for many years to come occupy only a subsi- 
diary position in the Indian Currency System, and it would be 
the surplus rupees and not the gold in circulation that would 
seek an outlet in time of depressed trade and weak exchange. 
The only effect of infusing more gold into circulation would be 
to weaken the Government reserves of gold : if gold replaced 
rupees, the Gold Standard Reserve would cease to grow ; if it 
took the place of notes, the Paper Currency Reserve would be 
diminished. • 

In the opinion of these Commissioners, the view that gold 
in active circulation was a support to exchange, was based on a 
misreading of the currency history of modern England or 
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Germany. ‘ The ability of these countries to meet at all times 
their immediate foreign indebtedness they went on to say, 
* depends on the central reserves of the banks of these countries, 
on the influence exerted by these banks on the other constituents 
of the mo7tey market, and on their ba?ik rate policy. It is not 
* possible to point to any occasion in contemporary history on 
which sovereigns in the pockets of the people luive proved a 
resource on which to count for easing the situation, when a 
monetary crisis threatens the Bank of England’s gold reserve. 
... * It is useless to suppose that the advantages of the 
existing monetary system of the United Kingdom can be 
obtained for India by imitating what is, perhaps, the least vital 
part of this system, namely, the use of sovereigns for that small 
class of payments which are made in actual cash, while ignoring 
the nature of the complex bankhig and fhuuicial syste^n upon 
which the stability of exchange really rests. 

Sir James Begbie, on the other hand, contended that, though 
gold in reserves was better than gold in circulation for the 
support of exchange, gold in circulation was a better protection 
tor exchange than token coins. Moreover, reserves of gold 
could be accumulated from a gold circulation through the note- 
issue and a good banking organization. ‘ Even under the 
existing system,’ he pointed out, ' the most satisfactory part of 
the gold reserves is the gold in the Paper Currency Department. 
The full equivalent of the currency issued against it is saved in 
gold for the reserve, whereas the Gold vStandard Reserve repre- 
sents only about one-third of the token currency from which it 
was saved, and will redeem only that proportion of it, unless 
the extreme step is taken, of melting down rupees. Also, a 
considerable portion of the coin reserve of the Note Department 
must be held in rupees at present. With a free circulation of 
gold a much smaller portion can be held in rupees and a corres- 
pondingly larger part in gold.* 

To these considerations we may add two more points. The 
majority rightly laid great stress on adequate banking and 
currency reserves in gold, as supports to exchange. But was it 
not idle to expect the banks to keep their reserves in gold 
bullion or coin when silver was the ordinary currency of the 


^ The italics are onrs. 
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country ? Was not Government under the existing system taking 
upon itself the entire burden of keeping adequate gold reserves 
for foreign drain, part of which at any rate was likely to be 
shifted to the banking organization of the country under a 
system of gold currency with rupees as limited legal tender? 

It is again quite legitimate for the advocate of a gold currency* 
to contend that the paper currency will command greater 
confidence with the public when it is legally convertible into 
gold than it does under the existing system, when it is encashable 
freely only in token rupees. He may well argue that, far from 
depleting the Paper Currency Reserve, the establishment of 
a gold currency would in the long run give India a much stronger 
Paper Currency Reserve in gold, owing to the greater popularity 
and expansion of the note-issue. 

We may then fairly conclude that reason and logic on this 
point are more on the side of the advocate of gold currency than 
on the side of his opponents. 

(5. The majority in their examination of the fifth argument 
pointed out its close connection with the preceding one. * for 
the possible danger to exchange of a very large circulation of 
token ’ was the main ground of this objection ; and they expressed 
their conviction that the increased use of sovereigns as currency 
was ‘ almost certain in the long run to militate against the use 
of notes/ as in many respects gold was ‘ a far more formidable 
rival to the note-issue than to rupees.' 

There is no doubt there wa.s an element of truth in this view. 
So long as confidence in the note-issue was not fully established 
in India, people would continue to prefer gold to notes. But 
this preference for gold would be very much less if notes were 
declared convertible into gold, rather than into artificially valued 
rupees. The greater convenience of convertible notes was bound 
to tell in the long run ; and, as Sir James Begbie pointed out, 

‘ notes will usually be preferred to coin — whether gold or silver 
— for such purposes as bank cash reserves and frequently for 
effecting remittances.’ The establishment of a gold currency 
would bring India nearer the stage when notes would be con- 
vertible into gold, and would thus tend to increase public 
confidence in the note-issue rather than diminish its circulation. 

7. The sixth argument in favour of a gold currency evoked 
from the majority a rather spirited protest. They thought that 



MANIPULATION OF THE CURRENCY 


135 


‘ the only point of the criticism, that Indians currency system is 
managed in a sense that is not true of the currency of the United 
Kingdom, lies in the fact that the rupee is a token passing at a 
value above its intrinsic value, and at the same time is unlimited 
legal tender.' Except in this respect, the Indian system 
"appeared to them as automatic as that of the United Kingdom, 
for in their opinion there was no essential difference ‘ between 
the power to import sovereigns at will and the power to have 
gold coined into sovereigns in India.’ They denied that the 
Government of India had any power to ‘ manipulate the currency 
for their own ends ’ or ‘ add to the active circulation of the 
currency except in response to public demands.' 

This was practically a re-echo of the views expressed by 
Mr. Keynes in his book, Indian Currency and Finance. He 
had warmly protested against the idea that ‘ the volume of 
currency in circulation depends upon the policy of the Govern- 
ment or the caprice of an official’, and contended that, in case 
the Secretary of State did not sell Council Bills in response 
to the demands of trade, people would import sovereigns 
into India, demand from Government rupees in exchange 
for them, and so effect the same increase in the volume of 
currency as would have been caused by the sale of Council 
Bills. 

It is not difficult to see the fallacies involved in this line of 
reasoning. Under the existing system the currency of India 
is expanded, not in response to the demands of trade as a tvhole, 
but only of a part of that trade, namely, external trade. If during 
any period the balance of trade in favour of India increases 
rapidly, the sale of Council Bills receives a stimulus, and the 
amount of rupees or notes in circulation is augmented thereby 
out of all proportion to the real increase in the total trade (external 
and internal), for the internal trade does not necessarily grow 
in proportion to the growth in India’s favourable balance of 
trade. Thus the system increases the total purchasing power 
much more than a real automatic .system would. 

Even this statement needs an important qualification. India 
is a land of seasons ; and it is only in the busy season that there 
is a keen demand for Council Bills, necessitating fresh coin- 
age or further issue of paper money. Thus the currency of 
India is expanded, not in response to the growth in external trade 
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ihrouf^hout the yeavy but only in proportion to the demand for 
funds for financing export trade during the busy season.^ 

The truth is that the idea underlying the whole system, that 
the rate of exchange the test of deficiency or redundancy of 
the currency, is wrong and mischievous. Exchange may be the 
measure of the temporary requirements of foreign trade, but 
it is the rate of discount that is the proper index to the temporary 
requirements of India’s internal trade. Exchange may show the 
scarcity or abundance of currency in one country as compared 
with another ; but it is the fall or the rise in the price-ievels 
:of a country that reveals the insufficiency or redundancy of 
the currency for the normal requirements of its total trade. 

The argument of the apologists of the present system seems 
further to assume as an axiomatic statement that Government 
cannot coin rupees except in exchange for gold. That this is not a 
correct statement of fact was brought out clearly in the cross- 
examination of Sir James L. Mackay (now Lord Inchcape) before 
tlie Fowler Committee, as the following extract will show : — 

Q, 268. (Sir David Barbour) 1 think the Government has 
power at present to coin rupees if it likes ? — They have the 
power of coining rupees and issuing them to the public in return 
for gold. 

O. 269, But the Government actually did coin rupees out 
of the silver taken over from the banks ? — Yes. 

y. 297, Am I right in taking your sentence as meaning 
that there is no power in India for issuing hill legal tender 
except against the payment of gold ? — That is so. 

Q, 299. But the Government can coin silver which it takes 
over from the banks, and even when old rupees come in the 
Government can re-coin them ? — Of course. 

Q, .304. (Lord Balfour of Burleigh) On the last point on 
which there was some discussion, it is the fact, is it not, that, under 
whatever power it was done, the Indian Government did accept 
for coinage silver to the value of about two crores ? — Yes, they 
did that by executive order. 

These revelations only served to emphasize the force of the 
following remarks made by the Lord Commissioners of the 
Treasury on the proposal for closing the mints in 1886 : * The 


^ vSee Mr. UoDald CTrahani’s evidence before the Fowler Committee. See ' 
Lord Abraham’s evidence before the Fowler Committee. 
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proposal appears open to those objections to a token currency 
which have long been recognized by all civilized nations, namely, 
that, instead of being automatic, it must be “ managed ’* by the 
Government, and that any such management not only fails to 
keep a token currency at par, but exposes the Govcryiment which 
undertakes it to very serious difficulties and temptations" We 
need hardly repeat that few temptations are more difficult to 
resist than the temptation to inflate the currency. 

We have so far looked at only one side of the working of the 
Indian system, the way in which it increases the volume of the 
currency. But a satisfactory system of the currency is automa- 
tic in the reverse direction also. In gold-using countries before 
the war, gold coins were easily exported, or melted and with- 
drawn from circulation, when trade was slack. This automatic 
process of contraction has all along been wanting in the Indian 
system. Legally the rupees have never been freely convertible 
into gold inside the country ; nor are they externally convertible 
except on those rare occasions when Government sells Reverse 
Councils at times of weakening exchange. And exchange, as we 
have already seen, is capable of being influenced by many 
factors, other than internal conditions of trade. Trade may be 
depressed, and currency may be redundant, and yet heavy and 
continuous borrowing on the part of India may reverse the 
tendency to weak exchange, and make recourse to Reverse 
Councils unnecessary. Prices may rise in India, and yet exchange 
may not only remain stable but even rise because of greater 
in{latio7i in other countries. 

It is true that the rupee was not absolutely inconvertible 
into gold inside the country, for in pre-war days the Indian 
Government did at times offer gold for rupees. But there are 
varying degrees of inconvertibility. The very essence of the gold- 
exchange standard lies, according to one of its best exponents, 
in ‘ some degree of unwillingness to supply gold locally in 
exchange for the local currency ; but a high degree of willingness 
to sell foreign exchange for payment in local currency at a 
certain maximum rate.’ This in itself implies some inconverti- 
bility in actual practice. But, even if the rupee were a co7ivertible 
note printed on silver, its low d€nominatio7i would make it de facto 
inconvertible. Add to this the fact that against this note, printed 
in silver, Government keeps no reserve in gold to ensure, its 
18 
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convertibility, apart from what they consider necessary for 
supporting the paper currency notes and the foreign exchange, 
and the degree of its inconvertibility becomes all too patent. 
The rupee at best has only an ‘ imperfect or impeded converti- 
bility ' and its over-issue is on that account just as likely 
as that of inconvertible notes. 

The Commissioners' line of reasoning is open to another 
serious objection. They seem to have taken it for granted that 
it was a matter of indifference to the London money-market 
whether gold actually flowed into India from London or not, and 
that the cessation of the sale of Council Bills would not aflect the 
very trade-demand in response to which they are supposed to be 
sold. Such an assumption does not appear to be warranted by facts. 
Gold has never been so abundant in London that ten or fifteen 
millions could be drawn from it, during the busy season, without 
affecting its discount rate and creating a stringency in its money- 
market. Even the ofBcial witness, Mr. J. E. O'Connor, was 
forced to admit before the Fowler Committee the connection 
between the Secretary of State's drawings and the activity of 
the Indian export trade, and said in his cross-examination : ‘ 1 
do not know how the thing comes about, but we know that it 
has happened on every occasion when the Secretary of State's 
drawings have been suspended, that the export trade has been 
suspended ; export business has ceased for the time being.' It 
is significant to note in this connection the extreme solicitude 
for the interests of the London money-market betrayed by Mr, 
Lindsay, the originator of the gold-exchange standard. When 
asked by Sir David Barbour whether he thought that the establish- 
ment of a gold currency would lead to an injurious appreciation 
of gold, he replied as follows : ‘ I think myself , that the two uses 
of gold combined — for hoarding and for internal circulation— 
would be so enormous that it would create a serious disturba 7 ice in 
the Lo7tdon money -market. ' - His further cross-examination 
revealed the same anxiety : — 

Q. 4232. Now you say that, under the system proposed by 
the Government of India, if gold circulated in India, there 
would be heavy withd^'azvals, every busy season, of gold from 


^ See Nicholson’s War Finance. 

“ Q* 3593. Minutes of Evidence before the h'owler Corainittee. 
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London ? — I should have said that there is a risk of heavy 
withdrawals during any time of active export trade. 

(J. 4233. Do you think that gold would go back again or 

remain in India ? — I think that gold to a great extent would 
remain in India. 

C?. 4234. Would iK^t there be the same or a similar 

demand for the gold in London under your scheme in a busy 
export season. People would pay in gold at l.s'. 4yV‘^- in order 
to get rupees ? — The dilTerence would be this, that 
would not be drawn from London for currency purposes in India. 
The gold would be transferred from certain accounts in the 
Bank of England to tlie gold standard office account, and in the 
autumn here, i.e., in the slack season in India, a re-transfer would 
lake place ; but the gold would not leave the. Ihink of England for 
curratcy purposes in India, 

Q. 4236. You would propose, then, that the gold paid into 
the gold standard reserve should not be set aside specially to 
meet claims against it, but that it should be merged in the general 
balance of the bank which it might use for any purpose ? — Yes, 
that would be the best way. There would be no disturbance 
then of the London money-market. 

A similar admission as to the real effect of selling Council 
Drafts was made by Mr. F. W. Newmarch, Financial Secretary, 
in his memorandum to the Chamberlain Commission. Among 
the advantages claimed for the practice of selling Council Bills 
to meet the convenience of trade he mentioned the fact that 
‘ it serves, sometimes, to avert extreme stringency in the London 
money-market, which would be created if the Secretary of State, 
by refusing to sell drafts for the convenience of trade, forced 
large quantities to be taken from London foj India. 

The majority emphatically asserted that the Government 
cannot manipulate the currency for its own ends. But, as Prof. 
Nicholson rightly pointed out, ‘ the very basis of the whole system 
is that Government adopts the system so as to secure stability of 
exchange for its 07071 co7tve7iienc€. The mint.s were closed to raise 
and maintain the exchange, and the complex arrangemeiAs for 
keeping a reserve, and the nature and the locale of that reserve, 
have all becjt guided by the e7ids of the Gov€r7i7ne7it , So long as 


Appendix vii, p. 223. 
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the rupee maintained its value in gold payable in London, the rest 
of its monetary functions were either not considered at all, or 
were supposed to follow by some kind of pre-established 
harmony inherent in the gold-exchange standard.’^ 

Finally the Indian currency system is managed in the sense 
that it impedes the automatic working of the natural correctives 
to favourable and unfavourable exchange. ^ When the United 
States has a favourable trade balance and gold flows from 
London to New York in adjustment of this balance, gold prices 
tend to rise in the United States and fall in England. This 
stimulates exports from England to the United States and tends 
in its turn to bring about a rate of exchange favourable to 
London. When India has a favourable trade balance, the sale 
of Council Drafts tends to raise prices in India but does not 
produce a fall of prices in England, as gold does not leave 
England. 

The examination of this controversy thus leads us to the 
conclusion that, except on the vital question of public reference 
for the rupee as a convenient and portable medium of circu- 
lation in India, the reasoning of the Chamberlain Commission 
is open to effective refutation. 

‘ Nicholson’s War Finance. 

^ See the evidence of Mr. Morton Freweii (Chamberlain Commission). 
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STABILITY OF THE RUPEE IN TERMS OF 
PURCHASING POWER 

1. ^ In the last chapter we noticed among: the arguments for a 
gold currency a charge of artificiality against the pre-war cur- 
rency system, and indicated our reasons for sustaining that charge 
in spite of the defence of Mr. Keynes and the Chamberlain Com- 
mission. In the present chapter we propose to show the 
connection between the failure of the ‘ currency machinery to 
provide for automatic contraction, and the phenomenon of high 
prices in India during the period 1893-1922. 

As to the rise of prices there is not the least doubt whatever. 
The following table compiled by the Department of Statistics 
shows the course of prices in India, and is well worth a detailed 
study ; — 

Prices in India expressed in Index numbers 


(Prices m 1873^100) 


Year 

Exported 
articles (28) 

Imported 
, articles (11) i 

General index 
11 umber fur all 

i 

Weighted index 

1 number (100 articles) 


nn weighted 

‘ unweighted j 

unweighted 

(equated to 100 fur 1873 

J 

1861 

88 

85 

90 

j 93 

1873 

100 

100 

100 

100 

1874 

102 

99 

101 

108 

1875 

t)5 

IM) 

94 

fl6 

1876 

90 

91 

90 

ICO 

1877 

110 

88 

104 

129 

1878 

114 

84 

106 

138 

1879 

112 

83 

104 

126 

1880 

110 

88 

101 

109 

1881 

99 

86 

96 

99 

1882 

95 

85 

92 

98 

1883 

93 

79 

89 

99 

1884 

96 

78 

91 

107 

1885 

91 

75 

87 

lOti 

1886 

93 

80 

89 

103 

1887 

94 

S3 

91 

104 
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i Exported 
Year iiirticles (28) 
:unweij;hted 


Imported 
articles (11) 
unweighted 


1 


1888 

1889 

1890 

1891 

1892 

1893 
1S94 
1895 1 
1898 ! 

1897 i 

1898 

1899 

1900 i 

1901 

1902 

1903 , 

1904 : 

1905 
1908 ; 

1907 : 

1908 i 

1909 j 

1910 i 

1911 j 

1912 1 

1913 ! 

1914 ; 

1915 I 

1918 . 

1917 i 

1918 1 

1919 I 

1920 i 

1921 i 

1922 I 

1923 I 


98 

104 

104 

103 

109 
112 

110 
111 
117 
124 
102 
100 
124 
1 10 
113 

103 

104 
116 
139 
145 
1(31 
133 
127 
136 
145 

154 
160 

155 
163 
170 
199 
277 
281 
239 
245 
224 


I 


92 

91 

91 

84 

84 

so 

84 

87 

il4 

86 

80 

87 

96 

96 

86 

SS 

93 

96 

105 
116 

106 
99 

109 

113 
117 
117 

114 
146 
236 
262 
289 
274 
280 
228 

209 

210 


General index 
number for all 
39 articles 

unweighted 

96 

101 

100 

98 
102 

105 
102 
104 
110 
113 

96 

96 

llo 

110 

106 

99 
101 
no 

129 

137 

! 138 

j 124 

I 122 

129 

! 137 

j 143 

! 147 

! 152 

j 184 

196 
225 
276 
281 
236 
235 
220 


Weighted index 
number (100 articles) 
equated to 100 for 1873 


111 

117 

117 

120 

132 

129 

122 

120 

131 

153 

125 

121 

143 

139 

128 

122 

121 

135 

158 

167 

179 

1.60 

150 

155 

174 

182 

187 

182 

185 

186 
215 
301 
302 
273 
266 
252 


fl’ An nijwacd tendency of prices dnrine the B™ 

^i) An npw n particnlnrly in the year 1892. 

|V",™parIttye steadiness of fi>e —nM 
age, in spite of annual fluctuations of pnees during the decade 

A continuous and rapid rise in to price-level during 
the succeeding four qiiinquenmums (190-- )• 
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2. The period 1873 93 may be dismissed briefly. It was 
a period of falling: exchange (as shown in the table on page 33) 
but of steady price-levels. A detailed examination of the facts 
of the period does not support the common official view 
that, if the mints had been kept open to the free coinage of 
" silver, exchange would have fallen continuously and produced 
an unprecedented rise of prices in India. Exchange fell from 
1^. 10*’35^. in 1873 to h\ 7-536rf. in 1883, but the price-level during 
these years did not rise at all, on the contrary, it fell from 100 
in 1873 to 99 in 1883. There was a drop of another threepence in 
exchange between 1883 and 1887 ; the index number of prices 
rose, but only to an inappreciable extent. During the five years 
prior to the closing of the mints, a much smaller fall in exchange 
was accompanied by a much greater rise in prices than during the 
period 1883-87. Again, during the two years after the closing of 
the mints, exchange weakened, but the prices showed a fall and 
not a rise. It is plain that the critics of the silver standard have 
overshot their mark and at best over-emphasized only one among 
the many elements in the problem. 

It is interesting to note in this connection that, during the 
period 188!l-88, it was not so much the rise as the fall of 
prices that was feared most by people. When asked whether in 
his opinion the prices of Indian products must fall under a gold 
standard, Mr. J. E. O'Connor replied to the Fowler Committee as 
follows : ‘ It is partly a (luestion of argument and partly a ques- 
tion of fact. All I wish to say about it is this : the prices of 
Indian produce may fall under a gold standard, but they have 
fallen under the silver sta^idard. On the assumption which under- 
lies the opposition to the closure of the mints, the fall in iirices 
would probably be extremely accentuated if the silver standard 
were maintained, because it is argued that a silver standard tends 
to .stimulate production. If it does so, there must be a fall in 
prices ; so that, whichever way you take it, whether we have the 
gold standard or the silver standard, there is practically no 
difference between the two in regard to the course of gold 
prices for the products which we export to gold countries.’ 
Considerations like these clearly show that the silver standard 
was not so inconsistent with steady, or even falling, prices, as 
the apologists of the present system have attempted to 
make out. 
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3. The course of prices during the years 1894-1912 was 
the subject of investigation by Mr. Datta of the Indian Finance 
Department, and it will be convenient to make his report the 
basis of discussion as to the causes of the rise of prices during 
that period. 

The report pointed out that ‘ prices have risen in almost 
all the chief countries of the world as well as in India, but the 
rise in India, in recent years, has been greater than hi ajiy other 
country’, and it divided the causes of this rise into two classes, 
namely, (1) causes peculiar to India ; and (2) causes th^t had 
influenced the price-level throughout the world. 

It seemed to attach greater importance to the second than to 
the first group of causes, though this was inconsistent with its 
conclusion that the rise of prices in India had been greater than 
in any other country. 

Of the causes peculiar to India, the first place was assigned 
to the shortage of food production as compared with a very 
greatly increased demand for it. vSeveral reasons were given in 
support of this view. Population had increased by a larger 
percentage in the period under enquiry than either the total area 
under cultivation, the area under food-grains, or the total pro- 
duction of food-grains ; the growing demand for jute, cotton 
and other commercial crops had led to the substitution of non- 
food crops for food crops, and ‘ unseasonable and deficient 
rainfall, during the period under enquiry ' had also contributed 
‘ in no small measure to a shortage of production 

Next in importance among the causes in this group was 
supposed to be an increased demand for commodities due to an 
increase in the standard of living of a large section of the people, 
specially those who were engaged in the cultivation of jute, 
cotton, oil-seeds, and wheat. 

The third cause was alleged to be ‘ the development of 
communications, and the lowering of the direct and indirect 
costs of transport in India itself and between Indian ports and 
foreign countries which had linked prices in Indian ports 
to those of the world markets, with the result that ‘ prices in 
inland districts had been levelled up to those at the ports in a 
greater degree than was previously the case.’ 

The Enquiry Committee rejected the suggestion that the 
volume of currency (rupees and notes of lower denominations 
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than 1,(X)0) had exercised an important influence on the level of 
prices in India, on the ground that the figures collected by them 
showed that the circulating medium apart from credit had 
increased only 60 per cent in volume as compared with 120 
per cent increase in the growth of business. They admitted, 
• however, that the remarkable growth in monetary and banking 
facilities, and in the development of credit, had exercised 
considerable influence on i^rices. 

Among the world causes that had indirectly affected the 
Indian price-level, the Report mentioned only two, namely, (1) the 
development of credit due to the increase in gold supply ; (2) 
the destructive wars and the increase in armaments, which had 
diverted capital and labour to unproductive purposes. 

4. The Resolution of the Government of India on this 
Report rightly questioned the correctness of the data on which 
Mr. Datta’s first conclusion was based. It pointed out that the 
figures relied on by the Enquiry Committee were ‘ largely con- 
jectural and uncertain’, and that the returns for the tracts for 
which relatively accurate information was available showed 
clearly that the area under cultivation had expanded more rapidly 
than the population. It further drew attention to the fact that 
‘ the cultivated area at the close of the period under review 
included irrigated land to a considerably greater extent than at 
the, outset’, and urged that ‘the consequent improvement of 
out-turn and increased certainty of securing it must have more 
than counterbalanced any slight defect in area as compared 
with population, if indeed any such defect had existed.’ 

As to the substitution of non-food crops for food crops, the 
Enquiry Committee had themselves admitted in para. 175 of their 
Report that the total area which commercial crops had occupied 
at the expense of food grains was very amall as compared with 
the total area under cultivation of food crops, and that conse- 
quently the effect of that substitution ‘ could not have been very 
frreat.' 

But the fundamental error in Mr. Datta’s reasoning on this 
point proceeds from a confusion of ideas in his theory of prices. 
In paras. 221 to 227 of the Report, he accepts the theory outlined 
in chapter ii of this book and sums it up correctly as follows : 

‘ When all these factors have been allowed for, prices are deter- 
mined by the relation between the volume of the purchasing mediums 
19 
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i/i ternn of money and the quantity of ^^oods. The volume of the 
purchasing- medium is, however, by no means the same as the 
volume of specie, or what is generally called money. This pur- 
chasing power includes not only specie, but bank (or currency) 
notes and credit as well.’ But when he comes to apply this theory, 
he forgets this explicit statement, and reasons as if the price- 
level depends on the relation between the qtiantity of y^oods and 
population. If population had grown at a more rapid pac6 than 
production, there would have been a fall of real wages in India 
— a fact that is inconsistent with the view expressed in the 
Report that ‘ there has been a large increase in the demand for 
all kinds of commodities on the part of consumers in India.' 
He admits that food supply had mcreased and that bnsi?iess of all 
kinds had expanded : in other words there was an increase in T 

T 

in the equation P -i- y — ^ jVD ” V^ ’ things being 

equal, this would have tended to increase P, the purchasing 
power of the rupee, and so produce a fall of prices, and not a 
7dse, Whether food supply had increased in the same proportion 
as population or not, is a question absolutely irrelevant to the 
discussion of a geiicral rise of prices in India. Even if commer- 
cial crops had taken the place of food crops, that could only have 
caused an increase in the price of food grains relatively to the 
prices of other crops ; it could not have caused a genei'al rise of 
prices in India, 

5. Mr. Datta's second conclusion is open to a similar objec- 
tion. It is difficult to reconcile the proposition that the produc- 
tion of food supply had not kept pace with the growth of popula- 
tion, with the statement that ‘ a noticeable change had taken place 
in the style of living of all classes of society, upper, middle and 
lower, and the demand for all kinds of the necessaries of 
civilized existence in regard to food, clothing, housing, education 
and society had increased.’ But, apart from this inconsistency, 
there is a more serious error in his argument. Increased con- 
sumption is impossible without increased production ; and to 
make the purchase and sale of larger quantities of goods 
possible tliere must take place either an increase in the medium 
of exchange or a fall of prices. For if in the equation 
T 

P = - . , T increases, P must increase or, what 

M V V’ 



THE INDIAN PRICE -LEVEL 


147 


comes to the same thing, prices must fall in the absence of any 
change in the denominator. It is true that an increase in the 
demand for any particular commodity will cause a f^lse in its 
price ; but in this case we are comparing only one commodity 
against all other goods, including the medium of exchange. A 
f^eneral increase in the demand of all commodities is, however, 
impossible without an increase in supply ; and this by itself 
unaccompanied by an increase in the medium of exchange must 
produce a fall and not a rise of prices. 

6. * As to the third cause, there is no doubt that it sent up 
the prices of export-commodities in inland districts ; but at the 
same time it must have increased T and so tended to produce 
a fall of prices. The only force capable of neutralizing this 
tendency was an increase in V and V * ; but the authors of the 
Report explicitly state in para. 234 that ‘ tliey have had no evid- 
ence of any change in the rapidity of the circulation of cur- 
rency and credit during the preceding two decades.’ At its best 
then, this cause was a very inadequate explanation of a general 
rise of prices all over the country. 

7. There remains the last point to consider. We may at 
once concede tliat there was an appreciable growth of credit in 
India during the period under enquiry ; but the basis of that 
credit could only have been rupees or notes, and the amount of 
credit must have borne some definite ratio to cash. And the 
volume of cash was determined, not by the operations of natural 
and automatic forces under a system of open mints, but was 
regulated by Government. In these circumstances it is not 
possible to separate the effects of credit on prices from those of 
currency. 

At any rate, the extension of credit could not have been a 
factor of first-rate importance in the rise of Indian prices, for 
the bulk of our transactions here are in cash and not credit. 
Banking in India is still undeveloped ; the use of cheques out- 
side the Presidency towns is rare ; and even in the Presidency 
towns the proportion of commercial^ as distinguished from 
baulking, transactions, in which cheques are used, to the total 
volume of business is extremely small. The real explanation 
of the phenomenal rise of prices in India must therefore be 
sought elsewhere. 

The Enquiry Committee rejected the suggestion that the 
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volume of currency had anything to do with the rise of prices, on 
the ground that the volurue of business had increased far more 
than the volume of money. But the figures that form the 
basis of this conclusion are not at all reliable. In the first place, 
Mr. Datta's estimate of our monetary circulation includes 
neither («) the circulation of sovereigns, nor (if) the circulation 
of small .silver coins. Secondly, Mr. Datta’s index number of 
the growth of business is estimated on an entirely wrong basis. 
In measuring the volume of exchange — work that the monetary 
tools of a country have to do — it is the physical volume of business 
and not its monetary value that really matters. The statistics 
used for this purpose should be statistics of physical quantities 
and not of prices, since the movements of the price-level are 
aniong the results of inflation. But in some of the items that 
enter into Mr. Datta’s estimate, it is the values and not the 
physical quantities that are taken into account. 

In the last chapter we remarked that the expansion and 
contraction of Indian currency was not as natural and automatic 
under the gold-exchange standard as it was under the silver 
standard or as it would have been under a full-fledged gold 
standard, and we expressed the view that an over-issue of our 
rupees and notes was just as likely as an over-issue of incon- 
vertible paper in other countries. This view is borne out by a . 
parallelism between the increase in our currency and .the 
movements of prices during the period under discussion. The 
following figures speak for themselves: — 


Year 

Coin 

Total coin- 
age of 1 

rupees j 

Active note 
circulation 
on March 31 

! 

Clearings 

i Index 
nuinber of 
prices 

189.3 

Victoria 

1893 

I ! 

7,87,30,310 V 

19 crore.s 

14G crores 

129 

1894 


... 

18 ncarlv 

158 ,. 

122 

1895 


... 

20 „ 

176 ,, 

120 

1896 

• - • 

... 

20:. 

181 „ 

131 

1897 

Victoria 

1897 1 

15,24,777 ■*: 

20 „ 

191 ,, 

1.53 

1898 

1898 i 

75,19,413 

19 ,, 

176 ,, j 

125 

1899 

1 

1 

j 

20 .. 

203 „ 

121 


* lnclude.s 590,000 coined for the Bikanir vStatc. 

* On account of Kashmir and Bhopal coinage. 
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Year 

Coin 

1 Total coin- 
age of 
; rupees 

Active note 
circulation 
on March 31 

Cleariiig.s 

Indent 
number of 
prices 

1900 

Victoria 

1900 

11,81,30,490 » 

22 crores 
nearly 

212 crores 

131 

1901 

, . 1901 

10,01,35,961 * 

22 „ 

233 .. 

139 

1902 . 

' 

,, 1901 

but coin- 
ed in 1902. 
Edward VII 
1903 coined 
in 1902. 

9,31,39,384 

25,000 

i 

22 

232 ,, 

128 

1003 

Edward VII 
1903 

10.23,47,506 ^ 

25 ,, 

247 ,, 

122 

1904 

, . 1904 

! 16,02,78,908 *1 

i ’ 

i 

28 1 

255 

121 (contin- 
uous rise) 

1905 

I ,, 1005 

! 12,74,60,106 8 

28 .. 

304 

1.35 

1906 

1 1^306 1 

I 26,37,50,433 

3.3 ,, 

335 ,, 

158 

1907 

,, 1907 

25,22,49,816 

36 

428 , 

167 

1908 

,, 1908 

3,00.32,408 i 

32 ,, 

410 ,, 

179 

1909 

,, 1909 

2,22,07,326 

33 

412 ,, 

160 

1910 

1910 

1,76,88,673 : 

40 

465 , . 

150 

1911 

„ 1910. 

coined in | 
1911. 1 

George V. 
1911 

5,82,386 i 

04,43,040 

40 

516 ,, 

155 (contin- 
uous rise) 

1912 

,, 1912 

12,41,80,206“’ 

44 

5S9 

174 

1913 

1913 

16,32,65,951” 

47 ,, 

650 I 

182 

1914 


4,83,70,151 ! 

i 

50 

538 ,, 

187 


Public attention was drawn to the significance of this parallel- 
ism as early as 1907 in an unsigned article entitled Indians 
Present Monetary Condition which appeared in the Economic 
Journal for March, 1907 ; and the late Mr. Gokhale pressed it 
upon the attention of Government in the Budget debate of 


^ Includes 2,09,02, 114 coined for Indian States. 

* Includes 1,90,43,904 coined for Indian States. 

* Includes 2,98,86,014 coined for Indian States, 

^ Includes 11,66,451 coined for Indian States. 

■* Includes 5,94,221 coined for Indian States. 

** Includes 3,28,000 coined for Indian States. 

’’ Includes 3,90,310 coined for Indian States and 167 lakhs coined from 
gold standard reserve silver. 

® Includes 94,766 coined for Indian States and 433 lakhs from gold 
standard reserve silver. 

® Includes 1,01,459 coined for Indian States. 

Includes 16,56,250 coined for Indian States. 

Includes 12,78,441 coined for Indian States. 
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March, 1908, as the following extract from his speech on that 
occasion will show: — 

‘ It seems to me, my Lord, that the phenomenally heavy 
coinage of new rupees during the last few years by the Govern- 
ment has something to do with this general rise in prices . . . 
The stock of rupees in India before 1898 was estimated by ' 
Mr. Harrison, the expert, at 130 crorcs. During the last ten years, 
the Government has made a net addition to this stock of over 100 
crores. It seems to me that such a sudden inflation of the 
country's currency is bound to result in a general rise of prices. 
It may be said that, in view of the general expansion of trade 
during the last few years and of the increased industrial activity 
of the country, such augmentation was necessary. A reference 
to trade returns, however, does not support this view. During 
the twenty years preceding the closing of the mints, our exports 
of merchandise advanced from fifty-four crores to 106 crores, i. e. 
doubled themselves, and yet the average annual coinage only 
advanced from six crorcs to 8*3 crores during that time. Again 
from 1894 to 1905, the exports rose from lOG crores to 157 crores, 
but the annual average coinage for tlie five years ending 1904 
was just the same as that for the eight years ending 1893, namely, 
8*3 crores. It is therefore difficult to sec why the average should 
have suddenly gone up from 8*3 crores to 20*7 crores during the 
last three years. What is probably happening is this. The 
rupees issued by the Government in response to the demands 
of trade go into the interior and spread themselves among those 
from whom purchases are made. But owing to various circum- 
stances, they do not flow back quickly to centres of trade or to 
banks, and thus new rupees have to be obtained for transactions 
for which old rupees might have sufficed. Meanwhile, the melting 
back of rupees into silver having ceased, every issue becomes a 
net addition to the volume of the currency. If this analysis 
of the situation is correct, it suggests a grave problem, for it 
means that prices will tend to rise still further.’ Even Mr. Keynes, 
one of the ablest exponents of the gold exchange standard, 
recognised the significance of this parallelism between the rise of 
prices and the increase in our currency. In an article in the Eco- 
nomic Journal (March 1909) he showed by means of the following 
table that the percentage of increase in currency was very nearly 
the same as that of the rise in prices during the years 1903-07 : 
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Year 

General index number 
of prices 

Estimated total of the cur- 
rency on the 1st of April 
of each year 

1003 

100 

100 

1904 

102 

no 

1905 

112 

115 

1906 

131 

127 

1907 1 

! 

140 

1 ; 

13G (April 1) 

i 

i 

143 (December 31) 


The Enquiry Committee demurred to the obvioiivS conclusion 
to be drawn from this parallelism. They proved by means of a 
table showing the yearly and average net coinage of silver 
before and after the closing of the mints, ‘ that in spite of the 
heavy coinage of recent years, the average net coinage during 
the eighteen years subseciuent to the closing of the mints was 
Rs. 5,66,00,000 and in the previous eighteen years Rs. 7,51,00,000 
and contended that, since the average annual coinage during the 
period 1892-93 to 1911-12 was much less than in the years 
1874-75 to 1892-93, it could not have been the cause of the rise 
in prices during the period under enquiry. 

But these figures were not really relevant to the issue. What 
mattered in this question was not the quantity of rupees minted 
but the amount of rupees put into active circulation. Prior to 
1893, the value of the rupee was the same as the value of its silver 
content ; and so a substantial part of the rupee coinage was 
used as bullion. A simple calculation would show the effect of 
correction on this account. Mr. F.C. Harrison estimated the volume 
of rupee circulation at 120 crores in 1892 ; and Sir Edward 
Baker put the loss by wastage at 2 per cent per annum. The 
average annual coinage previous to 1893 was about 7 crores, of 
which half used to be melted by the public, according to official 
estimates at one time. But later on, this proportion was admit- 
ted to have been an under-estimate, even by official experts like 
Mr. O’Connor, the Director-General of Statistics in 1898. When 
asked by the Fowler Committee to explain the continuous demand 
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for silver even after the closing ot the mints, he said, ‘ It has 
been a subject of astonishment to us ever since the closing of the 
mints that there has been such a demand. Before the closing of 
the mints, practically all the silver imported, with the exception 
of about 4 per cent, passed into the mints and was coined. Then 
the assumption used to be that at least half of that remained in the* 
currency as coined silver, and the other half was melted down. 
But it looks now, judging from those figures, as if that inference 
was not quite correct, and f/iaf a very much larger proportion of 
the rupees that were coined must have beeyi melted doivn into orna- 
ments.’ When pressed to suggest if much of this amount was 
hoarded, he emphatically replied, * No, not hoarded, judging from 
the imports of silver. I do not believe that any of these imports 
have got into hoard, I think they have been converted into 
ornaments, except so far as they went into the native mints.’ 
It would not therefore be far wrong to put the amount which thus 
disappeared from circulation at 5 crores per annum. The annual 
addition to currency before the closing of the mints was thus 
only two crores on an average, an amount jtist enough to make 2 ip 
the loss by wastage. In other words, the rupee circulation was 
pretty steady prior to 1893. It is this fact more than any other 
that accounts for the comparative steadiness of prices before the 
closing of the mints. 

Conditions, however, were different after 1893. Rupees 
once coined, remained coins ; for it was unprofitable to melt 
them. They could be used only as curi’ency ; and so the 
entire amount of coinage influenced prices. There was another 
circumstance operating in the same direction. Prior to 1893, 
the value of the rupee was the same as the value of its silver 
content. The annual imports of silver (both bullion and coin) 
were small in comparison with the total stock of silver in the 
country ; and so they could produce only an inappreciable fall 
in the value of silver. But after 1893 the purchasing power of 
the rupee depended mostly on the quantity of cnrreTuy and the 
annual additions to the circulating medium were not quite so 
femall, in comparison with the total amount of currency* They 
therefore produced a greater effect on rupee prices. 

It is interesting to note in this connection the opinion of Mr, 
Lindsay, the real originator of the present system, on the nature 
of the rupee standard in India. He plainly told the Fowler 
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Cotnmittee, ‘ I look upon rupees under the present system as 
simply mco7iverttble metallic ?iot€s they operate entirely accord- 
ing to the laws that govern an hiconvertible paper currency. I 
think the laws that govern an inconvertible paper currency and the 
laws that govern an inconvertible coin cur 7 en(y are precisely the 
same.’ (Q. 3742). The natural corollary follows, that the main 
cause of a rise of prices under an inconvertible coin currency is 
usually its excessive issue, or, to use a technical phrase, 
over-issue. 

Much the same thing may be said about our note-circulation. 
Indian currency notes were convertible into rupees both before 
and after 1893 ; but the monetary changes of 1893 effected a 
revolution in the character of the rupee. Prior to 1893, it was a 
freely minted coin convertible into bullion ; after 1893, it was a 
token coin not convertible freely into gold except on those rare 
occasions when Government sold Reverse Councils. The notes, 
being thus convertible only in an inconvertible coin curre?icyy 
influenced prices much in the same way as inconvertible paper 
money does. We may here invite attention to the following 
remarks of Prof. Cannan in his book on Moyiey : — 

‘ It has not till lately been well understood, even by experts, 
that, when coin is not convertible into free bullio7i^ convertible 
notes may be issued in quantities just as great as inconvertible 
notes and with exactly the same result. ... A well-enforced 
denial of freedom to deal with coin would be sufficient by itself 
to allow over-issue to take place without the abolition of the 
convertibility of notes into coin. Recent experience has shown 
this to be perfectly possible. The British Treasury’s one 
pound and ten-shilling currency notes have been convertible 
at the Bank of England into full-weight coin but are no 
longer convertible into free gold. Thus convertibility of note 
into coin is deprived of all its virtue when laws against melting 
and exportation of coin are present and effective. Convertible 
notes can then be issued without check just like inconvertible 
notes, and consequently can drag down the value of money below 
that of* the bullion contents of the coin, and give rise to the same 
phenomenon, a rise of general prices, including the price of the 
bullion. ’ 

8. We now come to the War period 1914-18. The rise of 
prices during these years was even more marked than iii the 
20 
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preceding twenty years, as the following table compiled by the 
Department of Statistics clearly shows : — 

Geiieral Prices 


— 

— 

Unweighted index 
number 

Weighted index 
number 

Yearly average 

1900-04 

100 

100 

Do. 

1905-09 

120 

122 • 

Do. 

1909-14 

127 

130 

Do. 

1914 

138 1 

143 

Do. 

1915 

143 I 

139 

Do. 

1916 

173 1 

142 

Do. 

1917 

184 

142 

Do. 

1918 

211 

165 


During the same period, the currency in circulation was 
increasing by leaps and bounds. The total rupee, note and 
cheque currency, according to official estimates, rose from an 
average of 782 crores in the pre-war quinquennium 1910-14 to an 
average of 1,211 crores during the four years 1915-19. Express- 
, ing these by index numbers with 1900-04 as the basic period, we 
get 188 and 307 as the index numbers for the periods 1910-14, 
and 1915-18 respectively. The expansion of the circulating 
medium was really larger than this; for these figures do 'not 
include hundis or bills of exchange, which are in fact ‘ substitutes 
for money ’ and are capable of producing the same effect on 
prices as money. But not only did the volume of currency in- 
crease during this period but also its velocity ; for, as Mr. Gubbay 
said in his statement before the Babington Smith Committee, 

‘ nothing is more remarkable during the past few years than the 
way in which the unprecedentedly large Government disburse- 
ments have returned to the banks in the principal money-markets, 
thereto be caught up again in the wheel of credit*. These 
facts point unmistakably to a considerable degree of inflation 
in the country, for production in India increased only 30 per cent 
during the period 1913-19. Even the official estimates agree 
that the growth in circulation had ‘ outstripped the growth in 
business to a marked extent.’^ 


* Shirras, Indian Finance and Currency, p. 131. 
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How close the correspondence between the rise of prices 
and increase of circulation has been is shown by the following 
table based upon the rough estimates of Professor Jevons : — ' 


Year 


1912 

1913 

1914 

1915 

1916 

1917 

1918 

1919 

1920 


I Total circula- 
i tion. 

Rupees, notes 
& Bank deposits. 
!’ Rs. in Crores 


Official index 
number of prices 
(unweighted) 


Index ot circula- 
tion with 1912 
as the basic yexir 


I 


Index number 
of prices witl) 
1912 as the 
basic year 


I 


345 

137 

353 

143 

342 

147 

362 

152 

411 

184 

499 

196 

570 

225 

675 

276 

647 

281 


100 

100 

102 

104 

99 j 

107 

105 i 

111 

119 * 

134 

145 

143 

165 

164 

195 ! 

201 

JS7 ! 

205 


9. As usual the official apologists attempt to absolve 
Government from all blame in the matter by attributing the rise 
of prices to causes beyond Government control. This undeniable 
expansion of currency is said to have been ‘ the result of increased 
demand on the part of the trade and the public for currency, 
owing to high prices of Indian produce resulting from increased 
demand for it from abroad ' ; and the rise of prices is represented 
to have been the hiev liable consequence of the general rise of prices 
abroad. There is no doubt an element of truth in this view. 
Many of our exports such as wheat, cotton, jute, hides, tea, 
etc., have a world-wide market; so also some of our imports, 
e.g. cotton goods. The prices of these are determined by the 
supply and demand for them in all the countries of the world 
combined ; and, if their world prices rise, their prices in India 
must also move in an upward direction. But this fact alone 
cannot explain a general rise of prices of almost all articles at the 
same time ; that can only happen when the currency of the 
country has expanded faster than its total business. This line 
of argument, moreover, seems to confound cause with effect. 
Is inflation the cause of high prices or high prices the cause of 
inflation ? If the theory outlined in chapter ii is correct— and no 
official apologist has ever expressly repudiated it — there is no 

^ See Jevons, Future of Exchange, pp. 436-46 and the Report of the 
Controller of Currency, 1921-22, p. 37. 
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doubt that prices cannot rise without a previous creation of artifi- 
cial purchasing power. 

In justice, however, to the official views on this subject, it 
must be admitted that Government had no option but to flood 
tlie country with currency, if it was to adhere to the basic princi- 
ples of our pre-war currency system and continue its restrictions 
on the imports of specie into India. As shown in chapter iv, 
exchange between two countries depends essentially upon the 
relative purchasing power of their currencies. Had Government 
abstained from issuing more currency in the war period, 
the value of the sterling in terms of rupees would have {alien 
as soon as sterling prices at the English ports rose. Had tliis 
been permitted, the purchasing power of the rupee would have 
been altogether independent of any inflation or rise of prices 
in England or elsewhere. But Government was wedded to the 
principle of stabilising the rupee-sterling exchange ; and so 
Council Bills were sold freely at fixed rates, and the country 
was surfeited with currency. Prices rose, and the demand for 
currency continued unabated owing to the constant inflation 
abroad. The currency system of India thus involved Government 
in a vicious circle. It was in fact the most important cause 
of the rise of prices ; and experts like Sir David Barbour prac- 
tically admitted the justice of this charge, as the following extract 
from his evidence before the Habington Smith Committee will 
show : — 

‘ The fundamental principle on which the gold standard in 
India was based was that silver rupees would only be issued in 
India at the rate of fifteen rupees for the quantity of gold 
contained in a sovereign. 

‘ As a matter of convenience, however, it was arranged that, 
instead of presenting gold at the Indian mints, persons wishing 
to obtain rupees might purchase drafts on India from the India 
Office at an appropriate rate of exchange. 

‘ The procedure was quite sound so long as “ the pound sterl- 
ing was freely exchangeable for gold and there was a free 
market in gold. These conditions were not fulfilled in recent 
years, and we have been trying to maintain the old rate of exchange^ 
not between the rupee and gold, but between the rupee and the 
“ pound $ierlh2g'\ when the “pound sterling'' has been practi- 
cally divorced from gold. 



PROBLEM OF INFLATION 


157 


‘ The danger of the procedure would be understood more 
clearly if we considered what would have happened if the rupee 
had been linked to gold through the medium of the German mark, 
at the rate of twenty marks to fifteen rupees, and if an attempt 
had been made to maintain this rate during the last five years. 

t 

‘ The rupee would simply have been enormously depreciated 
hi pnrchashig power ^ there would have been a considerable rise of 
prices in India, and it would have been impossible to find currency 
for India except by excessive issues of inconvertible notes. 
Similar results, fortunaiely in a much less deyrree, have followed 
the attempt to maintain the old rate of exchange between the 
rupee and the “ pound sterling'* instead of between the rupee 
and gold.’ We may here add that, while Sir David Barbour 
was right in his diagnosis of the disease, the remedy he sug- 
gested was not a permanent solution of the problem of inflation, 

10. This inflation continued even after the Armistice, and 
we may therefore mention here some of the various ways 
in which it was actually brought about. In the first place. 
Government financed its own expenditure and also that on behalf 
of the Home Government, by issuing notes without any metallic 
backing at all. As stated in chapter iii, the legal limit of the 
invested portion of the Paper Currency Reserve was raised several 
times, till at the end of 1919 it stood at 120 crores, of which 
only twenty crores could be invested in securities of the Govern- 
ment of India. The issue of notes of such low denominations as 
Rs. 2.J and Re. 1 further expanded the note issue ; and the evil 
was aggravated by the withdrawal of facilities for encashing 
notes. Secondly, Government issued large quantities of rupees 
largely to meet the heavy sale of Council Bills due to unprece- 
dentedly favourable trade balances during the period, without 
keeping the profits from this coinage in the form of gold. On 
November 30, 1919, the Gold Standard Reserve was held 
almost entirely in securities. This had an effect similar to that 
of the issue of notes without metallic backing ; the difference 
between the two was in fact one of degree and not of kind. 
Thirdly, the issue of loans by Government on an unprecedented 
scale led to inflation. The large amount of Government 
securities enlarged the basis of bank credits, and many who 
subscribed to the War Loan stock took it to their banks, borrowed 
nine-tenths of its value on the strength of it, and often with ftese 
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borrowed funds purchased more stock and re-borrowed from the 
banks on its security. The increase of these loans thus led to 
increase of deposits and creation of more bank money. Gov- 
ernment also issued short term bills (mostly for three, six, or nine 
months), called Treasury Bills, in order to finance their 
deficits. Quite a large proportion of these were purchased by 
banks ; and, being re-payable at an early date, they were regarded 
by the banks as a potential source of cash, .justifying them in 
keeping a smaller proportion of ‘ cash reserves ’ to deposits 
than they had deemed advisable before the war. So long as 
these Treasury Bills were not repaid, the volume of bank 
money thus tended to be abnormally large as compared with the 
amount of real cash, and to maintain a higher level of prices. 
We may then conclude that during the period following the war, 
the volume of money in the principal money-markets of India 
had increased enormously owing to the enormous disburse- 
ments by Government, the expansion of currency note circula- 
tion, and the creation of credit. 

11. During thei period 1920-22 there was an extensive fall 
of prices in America, England, and many other countries, but 
not in India. As the reader will see for himself, there is a 
striking contrast between the following table taken from the 
Eco7io7?iisi , dated June 17. 1922 and that given on page 142 of 
this chapter : — 


Date 

1 

I Cereals 
and meat 

Other food 
products 
(tea, 

sugar etc.) 

Textiles 

i Minerals 

' Miscell. 
i rubber, 

' timber 

! 

O 

Total per- 
centage 
change 

Basis 

(Aug. 1901-05) 

500 i 


300 ; 

500 

400 

500 

2200 

100*0 

End July, 1914 

579 ■ 


,352 ; 

616.1 

464J 

553 

2565 

116*6 

,, Nov. 1918 

1289 


782i : 

1848 

903 

1389J 

6212 

282*6 

,, Mar. 1920 i 

1508 1 


914 ! 

2974i 

1246 

17091 

i 8352 

379*6 

Dec. 1921 ; 

921i 


636 ; 

1106 1 

762 

9311 

4357 

198-0 

Jan. 1922 = 

907^ 


654 i 

11061 ' 

730 

925i 

4284 

194*7 

,, Feb. 1 

948 ’ 


6401 ; 

10371 ■ 

696i 

9361 

4259 

193*6 

,, Mar. , ; 

980 = 


687 i 

1038 : 

700 

892 

1 4297 

195*3 

,, Apr. ,, ; 

lOOSJ i 


667 ! 

1010 i 

7091 

890 ! 

4285 

194*8 

,, May 

1040J i 


657 ' 

1079 ■ 

7101 i 

885 1 

! 4372 

. 198*7 

,, June ,, 

lOOOi ! 


676J ! 

1135 ; 

690 : 

887 1 

1 4389 

199*5 

,, July ,, 

994i ; 

1 


669 *■ : 

! 

1120 

7121 1 

1 

900 j 

i 4396 

1 

199*8 


! 


During the two years, June 1920 to June 1922, the contrac- 
tion* of the English currency notes amounted to ;^60,000,000. 
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Most of the other civilized countries adopted a similar policy 
and showed a similar fall in their price^levels. Comparing the 
fall of prices in different countries from their maximum monthly 
price-levels in 1920, we find, according to the figures quoted by 
the Statist, that by September, 1922, the drop in England was 
'from 313 to 151, in the United States from 264 to 164, in 
France from 588 to 329, in Italy from 670 to 582, and in Japan 
from 322 to 195, 4 s against a fall in Bombay from 224 only to 
181. A memorandum prepared by Mr. Findlay Shirras and pub- 
lished recently shows that 

( 1 ) The highest level of wholesale prices in India was 
reached in July 1919, and the lowest in December 1922, the 
extent of the fall from the highest level being 27 per cent ; 

( 2 ) The rise in Great Britain was. greatest in May 1920, and 
the lowest point reached was in September 1922, the extent of 
the fall being 54 per cent ; 

(3) In the United States the highest point reached was in 
May 1920, and the lowest in June 1921, the fall in this case being 
nearly 47 per cent. 

The reason for this contrast is easy to seek. Here in 
India Government has no satisfactory method of withdrawing 
the currency from circulation ; even the clumsy methods 
available have not been utilized to the full. A policy of defla- 
tion by the sale of Reverse Council Bills was begun in 1920, but 
was soon given up (see chapter viii). A series of financial 
deficits since 1920 seriously crippled the power of Gov’^ernment 
to do anything substantial in the matter, for Government 
financed these deficits by the issue of fiduciary currency notes, by 
incurring floating debt in the shape of Treasury Bills, and by ap- 
propriating large sums from the proceeds of their regular annual 
borrowings. The general depression in trade during 1920-22 
tended to contract circulation to the extent of about sixty- 
three crores,^ but any courageous policy of deflation appeared to 
be almost out of the question so long as Government lived on 
credit and was anxious to avoid unpopularity with the commercial 
classes-, who dislike nothing so much as a stringency in the 
money-market. A Government that wishes to regulate arti- 
ficially a currency system on scientific principles must be 


^ Jevons’ estimate. 
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prepared to face’ the ag^itation of an interested class, coolly and 
resolutely. If it finds that it cannot aflEord to withstand 
pressure, it must give up all control over currency arrangements 
and confine itself only to those functions which the experience 
of democratic countries shows that it can adequately discharge. 



CHAPTER XIII 


MAIN DEFECTS AND SUGGESTED REMEDIES 

.1. . The Iiistory of the Indian Currency System as outlined in 
the preceding chapters shows unmistakably tlie influetice of one 
governing idea in all the various stages of its growth. Stabil- 
ity of exchange was the supreme consideration with Govern- 
ment ; and everything else was subordinated to that one end. 
The Chamberlain Commission considered tliat the ‘ cardinal 
feature * of the Indian system was ‘ the absolute security for 
the convertibility into sterling of so much of the internal currency 
as may, at any moment, be required for the settlement of India’s 
external obligations.’ ' Almost all the otlicial witnesses before 
the Babington Smith Committee held the same view : Sir Lionel 
Abraham was interested only in the ‘ practical solution of three 
main problems’, of which the very first was • one relating to the 
rate of exchange ’ ; and Mr. Giibbay, iii representing the views of 
the Government of India, had no hesitation in saying, * In the 
Government of India’s statement, the problem as it appears to 
them is the consideration of the means of securing the greatest 
practical stability of the rupee in terms of the sovereign.’ 
At almost every stage in the evolution of onr currency system, 
the difficulties of Government have loomed large; and Govern- 
ment all along has looked at the problem more from the point 
of view of an interested party than that oi a custodian of public 
interests. 

It is refreshing therefore to note a retiini to common sense 
in the report of the Babington Smith Committee. They rightly 
pointed out that ‘ exchange stability is an important facility 
rather than an essential condition. There arc many instances, 
including that of India herself before the closing of the mints, 
which show that trade had flourished and can flourish with a 
fluctuating exchange. The conditions are somewhat more spec- 
ulative, but the difficulties that may arise are not insuperable, 
and the banks are not slow to supply machinery that enables 




Para. 76, p. 20 of the Report. 
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the merchant to cover his risks Pronouncements like these 
arc a complete vindication of those witnesses who in tlieir 
evidence before the Hcrscliell and Fowler Committees opposed 
the policy of Government on the ground that it was ‘ a mistake 
to link the maintenance of the standard of value of any country 
with the incidental and varying circumstances of exchange.’'^ 

In spite of this correct estimate of the value of exchange 
stability, it is curious to note that the (Committee did not 
completely shake off the influence of the old idea. They recom- 
mended the linking of the rupee to 2s. gold in the hope’ that, 
when sterling returned to its pre-war parity with gold, the 
rupee-sterling exchange would again be stabilized. Grant the 
possibility, would this mean stabilization of the exchanges ^vith 
80 per cent of the countries iviih which hidia trades ? If not, what 
becomes of the argument against the silver standard that was 
made so much of by the Herschell Committee ? 

The reader must not conclude from this that exchange 
fluctuations at the present time are not a great evil. Undoubted- 
ly they arc, being largely t^esponsible for a serious dislocation 
in international trade. Hut this instability of foreign exchanges 
is a symptom of a disease rather than the disease itself. The 
real diseases are political insecurity, chaotic iinance, and 
currency inflation in the greater part of the world. Attend 
to these maladies, and exchanges will take care of themselves. 
Were the currencies of the world stabilized to-day, exchange 
fluctuations would be reduced to such dimensions as would induce 
banks ‘ to supply the machinery which would enable the 
merchant to cover his risks.' 

The truth is, that stability of exchange is an international 
and not a national problem. The problem of exchange stabiliza- 
tion is world-wide in character, demanding for its solution 
concerted international action. It is not in the power of any 
country to stabilize its exchange with other countries, when the 
commodity values of foreign currencies are constantly changing 
because of deflation in some countries and inflation in others. 

As Prof, Cassel put it, ‘ a stabilization of the world's exchange 
conditions cannot, as apparently people sometimes try to 
imagine, be attained by the separate countries now at once 


Para. ‘M. 
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attempting to stabilize their exchange rates. The stabilization 
of the internal values of the currencies must come first. In that 
si^here each country can have any aim in view it likes. But it 
will be unable to control the exchange rate as against another 
country so long as that other country has not stabilized the 
internal value of its curi'ency. If the re-establishment of a 
certain definite exchange rate is deemed desirable, this can only 
be effected by some sort of international co-operation.’^ 

But did not the Indian Government stabilize exchange during 
the period 1900-13? Vos, it did; but the circumstances 
were specially favourable then. The balance of account was 
continuously in favour of India ; India was continuously borrow- 
ing abroad ; and many countries were on a gold Ixisis. All that 
the Government did in these circumstances was to prevent 
a rise in the external value of the rupee by increasing the supply 
of rupees. The real tost came when the balance of account 
turned against India, temporarily in 1907 and for a considerable 
period in 1920 and 1921. On the first occasion, exchange did go 
down to Js. ; and on the second occasion Government 

found itself powerless, after dissipating a considerable i)ortion of 
India's gold resources in a fruitless effort to control exchange. 
The cotirse of events has fufilled almost to tlie letter the prophecy 
of Sir Robert Giffen. Asked what he thought of Mr. Lindsay’s 
scheme, he said to the Fowler Committee, ‘ No doubt these 
schemes, in fair iveaiher times, and for a certain time might 
work, but I do not think they can be depended upon pcrmariently.' 
The Indian currency lias proved to be only a fair weather 
currency. 

It is necessary to realize clearly what the full implications of 
our currency system arc. Government cannot, without interna- 
tional action, stabilize our exchange with other countries. All that 
* it can do is to prevent a rise in the sterling value of the rupee by 
flooding the country with currency, amd so raise the i:)rice-level 
at the Indian ports to the level of prices at the English ports. It 
has no adequate machinery to withdraw currency witli, when there 
is a fall of prices at the English pons ; it can only sit quiet, and 
allow the natural growth of business to produce a ct^rresponding i 
fall of prices. In other words, the Indian standard of value is at 


Money and f'orei^n Exchanges after 1914^ p. 272. 
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the mercy of currency changes in England. It is a d€pende 7 it 
standard, and a clumsy one at that. 

As for exchange stability, it is really useless without interna- 
tional action. Stable exchanges between any two countries, or 
even a group of countries (which is all that is possible), cannot 
bind up a stable international commerce while exchange mi other* 
important countries continues to lluctuate, for the markets of the 
former would be subject to constant exchange -dumping on the 
part of the indationist countries. As the Statist put it, ' stabiliza- 
tion must be general or it is useless.' 

The only wise course in the present circumstances is for 
each country to take care of its own standard of value and 
put it on a satisfactory footing, in order to secure public confi- 
dence in the stability of its purchasing power. 

2. The second leading characteristic of the Indian Currency 
System is the peculiar part that the Government plays in 
it. In pre-war England, France, or Germany, the currency 
arrangements were totally independent of the Government ; and 
it was generally recognized that Governments were not in a 
position to judge of the currency requirements of a country 
in particular years, or in particular seasons of the year, so 
well as banking institutions in intimate touch with trade. Evxm 
linaiicial institutions were not fully entrusted with this task. 
The possibility of their miscalculating in this matter was taken 
into account, and was safeguarded against by the provision of an 
automatic process of expanding and curtailing the currency- 
Here in India, (Tovernment has been attempting too much ; it 
has taken upon itself the whole task of providing the necessary 
supply of currency, and adjusting it to the varying needs of 
different occasions — a task not completely entrusted even to a 
banking institution in any other great country of the world — 
a task beyond its ability and one that exposes it to undesira- 
ble pressure. The expansion of currency benefits some, but 
injures others; some people therefore desire expansion of 
currency, others curtailment. A Government that takes upon 
itself the duty of deciding between these conflicting interests 
puts itself in a very difficult position, which it is very desirable 
for it to avoid if it can. ^ In fact, since the closing of 


* Sir John Lubbock. Q. 11049. Fowler Committee. 
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the mints, the Indian Currency System has been managed 
at the whim of the latest official sent out from England. ‘ One 
man could come along and stulI the currency, the next would 
starve it— there has been no plan at all, nor is there to-day, but 
always some fresh experiment advised — a gold mint, prohibitive 
duties on silver bullion — anything or everything.’* 

A Government in a transitional stage is specially susceptible , 
to pressure from ^ interested quarters. The burden of high 
prices may be an intolerable one for the country, and yet, if 
Government attempts to carry out a policy of dellation and 
consequent monetary stringency, it may produce great dissatis- 
faction in the local money-markets, and set in motion the 
forces of a huge agitation against itself. No Government can 
afford to flout the opinion of commercial intei^ests, much less 
the Government c»f India in these days, when determined 
assaults are being made on its reputation as a custodian of 
Indian interests, and when one has only to raise the cry of 
‘ Indian interests in danger ’ to have behind one the entire 
support of the country. Its undeniable inconsistencies have 
made even thinking people doubt its bona fides in curreney 
matters. For instance, Government had no hesitation in 
endorsing Mr. Dattaks view that high prices were good for India 
as • a whole when it was considered necessary to justify the 
continuance of a particular policy ; but, when the currency 
system of the country had to be changed in order to obtain relief 
from certain embarrassments, it threw overboard all its old 
dicta about the beneficent effects of high prices, and asked the 
wondering public to approve of a high rate of exchange, because 
of the tendency of such a rate to produce a beneficent fall ol 
prices. Such complete changes of front are likely to shake publiq 
confidence in the bona f ides of the Government; and the only 
wise policy for a Government in such a position is not to take 
upon itself the duty of deciding between conflicting interests 
in currency matters. 

The Government of India further attempts to regulate ex- 
change by methods that involve ‘a large and continuous 
amount of management, which affects the sales of Councils, 

^ Moreton Frewen’s Evidence before the Chamberlain Commission, 
Q. 9519. 
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which affects the purchase of silver, which affects the movements 
of bullion, in so many respects that the element of management 
must be conspicuous until such times as additions to the 
currency are in the medium in which the balance of trade is 
liquidated.’^ It is often said in defence of this element of 
management that of no country was the exchange left entirely 
unregulated, even in pre-war days. But there is no real analogy 
between the control exercised in pre-war England by the Bank 
of England and the task undertaken by the Government of 
India in respect of Indian exchange. It is one thing to prevent 
exchange from falling below gold points and regulating the 
outflow of gold in gold standard countries; it is quite another 
thing to regiilate the exchange of a country based on inconverti- 
ble paper or coin currency. In the one case, the par of exchange 
is settled by natural causes ; in the other case, the regulating 
authority attempts to fix artificially the very parity of exchange. 
Government control in the second case is not only futile but 
positively mischievous ; and that is why the Brussels Inter- 
national Conference condemned Government interference in 
exchange. 

But, apart from this general objection, there are special 
objections to Government interference in exchange in a 
dependent country like India. Nothing is more calculated to 
arouse ill will against England than tlie widely prevalent idea 
that the currency policy of Government is determined more by 
the interests of the Loudon money-market than by the real 
needs of India. And unfortunately this idea is not entirely 
baseless. It is wrong, for instance, that the balances of India 
should be administered in London, at the India Office, by gentle- 
men who are bankers in that city, because public interests and 
their interests as bankers are bound to be occasionally in con- 
flict.- There is no justification whatever for the common 
practice of the Secretary of State to withdraw colossal sums 
of vState money (for which he has not the slightest use) from 
India to London, only to find himself obliged to lend money 
to private .borrowers in London in such profusion that— to 
quote Lord vSwaythling’s words in the House of Lords on 

* Sir Stanley Reed betore the Chamberlain Commission, (J. 10151. 

See Mr. F. C. Harrison’s evidence before the Chamberlain Commis- 
:sion, Q. 10193. 
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November 14. 1912~.‘ It was well known that so large were the 
amounts lent at one time this year by tlic India Council that 
there was a scarcity ot the securities (which the India Oflice 
demanded against loans) among the ai)pr()ved borrowers, and 
the India Council therefore lent large sums tc) clearing banks at 
lower rates than they could have lent them to the approved 
borrowers, supposing that there bad been more securities 
available.’ Nor is there any adecpiate reason wliy the Secretary 
of State should ‘ play exchange banker for the benefit of either 
European buyers who desire to lay down funds economically in 
India for the easy purchase of Indian products, or certain 
sections of the e.xport trading community in India who want to 
sell their bills to the local excliange banks at the lowest and the 
most favourable rates for themselves.’ There is much in this 
business that lends itself to condemnation and justifies the 
verdict of a retired Indian official ; ‘ Where a country is an 
appendage of another more powerful one, the latter usually 
takes control. In canine language, it wags its own tail, or, to 
adopt a more appropriate metaphor, the big l)rothcr takes 
charge of the little one. This course has certain advantages in 
the matter of centering financial management, and is certainly to 
the taste of the elder brother. But a real danger exists, that the 
younger goes to the wall and is left to pick up the scraps of his 
senior’s well-furnished table’.* 

3 . But by far the worst defect of our inconvertible rupee 
is its failure to satisfy the most essential requisite of a sound 
currency, namely, stability of purchasing power. It has failed 
in this respect to a much greater extent than the old freely- 
minted rupee did. VV’c have already discussed at length 
this aspect of the question, and pointed out the connection 
between high prices and the Indian Currency vSystem. It is true 
that the ordinary man in the street has not even heard the 
phrase ‘ Gold exchange standard ’ ; but he does know that his 
rupee docs not purchase the same number of commodities as 
before. He does not know the reason why, but he has a vague 
feeling, that Government is playing upon him some strange 
trick. This is a very serious matter for a Government, for, to 
use the words of Professor Nicholson, ‘ it is a bad thing for a 

* F. C. Harrison in the Economic Journal , September 1917, 
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country when the masses of the people begin to feel that some- 
thing is wrong with the currency.’ 

4. The preceding review of the main defects of our currency 
system naturally raises the question of reform — a question by 
no means peculiar to this country. Everywhere, the currency 
reformer is dissatisfied not only with the conditions as they exist 
to-day but even with the conditions that prevailed in pre-war 
days, for in no country has the monetary unit ever been perfectly 
stable in its purchasing power. For instance, one of the best 
American economists spoke contemptuously of the American 
standard of value even in pre-war days, and held it responsible 
for a ‘ colossal social wrong ’. * It is a great pickpocket ’ said he, 

‘ robbing first one set of people, and then another, to the tune of 
millions of dollars a year, confounding business calculations and 
convulsing trade, stirring up discontent, fanning the flames of 
class hatred, perverting politics.’ 

But is stability of purchasing power tlie highest ideal to be 
aimed at in devising a standard of value ? It is true that, if prices 
fluctuate, contracts to pay money at a future date are affected to 
the prejudice either of tlie creditor or the debtor, for the obliga- 
tion, which ought to remain constant, varies in reality with the 
greater or less purchasing pow'^er of the standard. But it may 
well be questioned ‘ whether the strict idea would not require 
that the constancy of obligation aimed at should be to render the 
same labour rather than to transfer the same commodities, so that 
the sacrifice of toil in repaying an obligation should be the same 
as that which was involved in its creation 

But, apart from this abstract criticism, there are practical 
difficulties in the attainment of this ideal. All commodities and 
services do not change their relation to the standard simultane- 
ously and pari passu, for the change may arise from the circum- 
stances operating under the different commodities themselves. 
And, as was remarked by the Gold and Silver Commission, 

‘ even if it were practicable to adjust the standard in correspond- 
ence with an increase in the supply of any class of commodities 
or services, the result would be to alter its relation to things not 
comprised within that class, the supply of which either had not 
increased — or not to the same extent — and thus to bring about the 
very evil that it was sought to remedy.’ A perfectly stable 


^ Gold and Silver Commission, 
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standard of value is thus unattainable. As Sir David Barbour 
put it, ‘ There never was, and never can be, such a thing as a 
fixed and invariable standard of value which will measure any 
quantity of wealth in the same way and with the same accuracy 
as a yard-measure will measure length.’ 

’ Nevertheless, anything that is likely to give the standard 
a greater stability than it has at present would be distinctly a 
change for the better. It may not be possible to give it a uniform 
purchasing power for all classes of purchasers ; iMit, even if it 
has uniform value on the whole and for the average purchaser, it 
will be a distinct improvement on the present state of affairs. 
This is the main idea behind the various schemes for stabilizing 
the general level of prices. 

5. The simplest of these is the issue of inconvertible paper, 
in quantities so proportioned to increase of business, that the 
total volume of currency multiplied by its average velocity of 
circulation would bear the same relation to the total business at 
one time or at any other time. But its chief drawback is the 
temptation it places in the hands of (lovernmenl to over-issue 
the currency, and ‘ sad experience teaches that irredeemable 
paper, wdiile theoretically capable of steadying prices, is apt in 
practice to be so manipulated as to i)roduce instability.’^ 

The least objectionable of these schemes is the one associat- 
ed with the name of Dr. Fisher, though he was by no means the 
sole author of it. It was intended to stabilize the American 
dollar; but it is equally applicable to the problem of stabilizing 
the rupee. It abandons the practice of adopting a particular 
commodity as the unit of value, and substitutes for it a ‘ token ’ 
or ‘certificate’, representing a definite series of quantities of 
given commodities and constituting what may be called ‘ a 
composite unit ’. It proposes to vary the weight of gold in the 
dollar, or rattier behind the dollar, and shifts it up or down accord- 
ing as the purchasing power of the dollar (as measured by the 
index number of prices) goes down or up. Its object is to 
increase the weight of the dollar just fast enough to compensate 
for the loss in the purchasing power of each grain of gold, in 
other words, to have a fully ‘ compensated dollar *. It thus aims 
at substituting a dollar of fixed purchasing power but varying 
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weight, for a dollar of fixed weight but varying purchasing 
power. Dr. Fisher’s fully developed plan contemplates an 
international system and attempts to combine together the 
following three separate functions : (1) the function of maintain- 
ing an exchange par with a selected country ; (2) the function of 
regulating the currency in that selected country by a bureau of * 
currency regulation through a purchase or sale of gold at a vary- 
ing official price ; (3) the function of fixing this official price of 
gold according to the index number prices ascertained by an 
international statistical office. How the plan is likely to work, is 
explained by him in the following passage : * For instance, if, a 
year after the system was started, it were found by the statistical 
office that prices have risen 1 per cent, this office would, in order 
to neutralize the rise, issue an official declaration to the bureau 
of currency, fixing the official price of gold at substantially one 
per cent lower than the ruling market price. At this cheap 
price the public will buy gold bullion of the Government and 
surrender currency in return. Therefore the currency will be 
contracted and general prices will fall until no more gold is 
called for, or until there is declared a new official gold price. 
Should the next official gold price be set above the market price, 
the Government would become a buyer of gold and would thus 
re-issue some of the currency previously called in, or if need be, 
issue new currency.’ 

The scheme outlined above is free from the danger of official 
manipulation of currency. The official who will regulate the 
currency will buy and sell gold at the pleasure of the public at 
specific prices fixed by others. ‘ He would have’, as Dr. Fisher 
explains, ‘ no more choice than a broker who is ordered to buy 
or sell at prices specified by his customers ’. Nor is there much 
danger of abuse or fraud in the statistical office, as its work will 
be based on published market prices and done in the light of day. 

Dr. Fisher further claims that his plan is free from the 
danger of inflationist legislation. ‘ No individual nation could 
inflate the currency without withdrawing from the international 
arrangement and isolating itself accordingly, while it is quite 
inconceivahle that all the civilized nations of the world should 
voluntarily and simultaneously commit the folly of inflationist 
legislation.’ ^ 

* Fisher’s Purchasing Power of Money, 
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Although Dr. I* ishcr contemplates the regulation of the 
world s currencies by buying and selling gold, silver or any 
other commodity could be used instead. He himself deprecates 
the spectacle of India * clinging to the skirts, as it were, of the 
gold standard countries and following that erratic standard 
wherever it may lead them, although it is within her power by 
exactly the same machinery to keep her course steady.’ The 
Indian Government is already in close touch with both the 
exchange and the bullion market, and the Indian Department of 
Statistics and the Labour Office in Bombay have taken seriously 
to the work of compiling index numbers of prices. To all 
appearances, then, conditions in India seem quite favourable to 
the adoption of Dr. Fisher’s plan. 

It is no use, however, underestimating the difficulties of put- 
ting into force a scheme of this kind. It is best to be cautious 
in matters of this sort, for there are no cases on record in which 
any standard has attained stability of purchasing power under 
changing conditions. International co-operation in currency 
matters has at no time presented greater difficulties than at 
the present moment, when all the civilized countries of the world 
have actually committed what to Dr. Fisher appeared inconceiv- 
able some years ago, the folly of inliationist legislation volun- 
tarily and simultaneously. Nor is the practical difficulty of 
measuring the purchasing power of the unit or of working a 
currency system merely by reference to an index number of prices 
a negligible one. ‘ Any available index number is bound to be 
affected by the^price-variadons in particular commodities arising 
from non-monetary causes, such as harvest conditions, new inven- 
tions, discovery or development of new sources of supply, or 
exhaustion of those that exist. A blind adherence to the index may 
hide a. real departure from the path of stabilization. And, what 
is almost more fundamental, a change in the monetary supply 
may manifest itself at first, not in a change of prices at all, but in 
a change in the volume of purchases ; it may have made material 
progress before the index number is affected. Stabilization 
cannot be effected by any hard and fast rules. The central 
banks must exercise discretion, they must be ready to detect 
or forestall any monetary disturbance even before it has affected 
prices. The policy can only be perfect by long experience.’' 

* Hawtrey’s Monetary Reconstruction, 
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Moreover, changes in the weight of the standard coin will have 
to be limited to very small amounts, say to 2 per center 2^ per 
cent per annum, if the treasury is not to be exposed to the 
etivity of speculators in bullion. At any rate, the scheme can 
work only after prices have gone down to something like a 
stable normal level, and ought not to be adopted except by ‘ 
international agreement, in view of the disturbance that it would 
involve in the international exchanges. 

But the greatest difficulty in the way is the distrust of the 
public in all schemes that are too scientific to be easily Under- 
stood by the lay mind. And trust and confidence are the very 
essence of the matter in currency problems. Until the public 
is educated iu the matter, Dr. Fisher’s plan must wait. 

6. Shall we then revert back to the old silver standard, free 
and automatic.** There is nothing absiinl in this idea. The case 
against the silver standard, as already shown in a i)revioiis 
chapter, was hardly strong enough to justify the closing of the 
mints. vSilver was much steadier in value ij] relation to commodi- 
ties than gold was or havS l)een ; and silver, according to the higli 
authority of Prof. Marshall, is likely to be a good metal for 
currency purposes in the future ‘ when the East — or, since we 
must include Africa and vSouth America — when the non-Western 
world has got into the habit of using currency for the ordinary 
transactions of life, and has not got to the stage at which gold 
would be likely to be used very frequently.'^ But such a reversion 
to the past is bound to produce a temporary yet nevertheless a 
serious shock ; and in currency matters such shocks should be 
avoided as far as possible. As Prof. Marshall said to the Fowler 
Coinmittee, ‘ the function of the legi.slator as regards currency is 
to do as little as possible. Almost any currency of which the 
position is certain will do its work fairly well. Frequent changes 
in its basis disturb expectation, upset reasonable calculations, and 
infuse a spirit of unrest into business. They may all aim at 
increased certainty, but their effect on the balance must be in- 
creased uncertainty. They resemble the frequent wakings of a 
patient in order to administer sleeping draughts.’ 

7. The' only alternative left would seem to be an effective, 
automatic gold standard. The form most in favour with the 


^ See Prof. M.'irshall’.s evidence before the Fowler Committee. 
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advocates of a gold standard is indicated by the phrase * a gold 
standard with gold currency in active circulation We have 
discussed this matter at great length in chapter xi, and 
shown our reasons for the view that gold is not a suitable medium 
of exchange in India. But, apart from this aspect of the matter, 
• the ])roposal appears to be most in.op])ortune at the present time. 
Prof. Cassel has Vjy his recent writings abundantly warned the 
world that, while the production ot gold is at present insufficient 
for the necessary ifornial increase in the world’s stock of gold, 
the demand for gold as a material for articles of luxury has sub- 
stantially increased and threatens to absorb a large jxirt of the 
diminished annual production of gold. In these circiimstanees, 
it is necessary to keep down the world’s monetary demand for 
gold, if we are to avoid a heavy fall of prices all over the world, 
which ‘ would kill all enterprise and impede that reconstruction 
of the world which is just now' so very urgent \ ' even in the 
interests of India herself. 

Nor is the cjnestion of cost a matter to be brnshed aside 
lightly in so poor a country as India. Tlicre is no adequate 
reason why poor nations should allow* a large i)art of their 
resources to be spent in providing themselves with so costly 
a medium of exchange as a gold currency, if something cheaper 
can serve all the purposes that it would do. The exhaustion 
of the European nations during the w^ar has tended to move 
the best thought of the world in curreney matters along this 
line of thought. As a distinguished foreign economist said, 

‘ the war has now made the population accustomed to the use of 
cheap fiduciary metliods for this purpose. Certainly nobody 
will expect gold to take its old place again. The exhausted 
nations can utilize their enfeebled energy more usefully than by 
buying back the gold from abroad in exchange for the fruits of 
their exertions, in order to permit thenivselves the luxury of paying 
their little purchases in the home trade therewith. In Germany 
authoritative voices arc being raised, that plead for the regu- 
lation of its currency system apart {rom. nold altogether.’^ It 
seems as if the w^orld w'ere coming round to Ricardo’s view that 
‘ the introduction of the precious metals for the purpose of money 
may with truth be considered one of the most important steps 

^ See in this connection ^ Introduction to the Study of Prices, p. 101. 

® C. A. Verrigin Stuart in the Economic Journal, xxix, March, 1919. 
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towards the improvement of commerce and the arts of civilized 
life ; but it is not less true that, with the advancement of knowledge 
and science,- we discover that it would be another improvement to 
banish them again from the employment to w^hich, during a less 
enlightened period, they had been so advantageously applied.’ 
It is rather unfortunate that these recent tendencies in economic 
thought on currency problems find practically no response in 
India, and that the old cry for a gold mint and gold currency in 
active circulation should continue to exercise its spell over 
popular politicians even at a time when the world is seeking a 
cheaper substitute for its currency requirements. 

It is interesting to note in this connection that some of the 
leading currency experts of the world are talking at the present 
moinent of the feasibility of a gold-exchange standard in the 
world as a whole, and that the International Conference at Genoa 
actually passed a resolution in favour of ‘ some means of econo- 
mizing the use of gold by maintaining reserves in the form of 
foreign balances, such for example as the gold-exchange system or 
international gold-exchange system.* The general object of this 
scheme of an international gold-exchange system is ' that the 
currency of each participating country, instead of being conserti- 
ble into gold, may be convertible at par into the ciirf^encies of 
the others.’ To secure this, the participating countries will hold 
reserves of * approved assets ’ in one another’s currencies, and 
will undertake to buy aiul sell such assets freely for their own 
currencies. Further, with the view to base the scheme on a gold 
standard, it is proposed that * certain of the participating coun- 
tries will establish a free market in gold and thus become gold 
centres.’ In principle, then, they have much in common with Dr. 
Fisher’s plan. Should any scheme on these lines actually 
materialize, it will be foolish for India to hold aloof merely 
because of a sentimental desire for a visible gold currency. 

It is worth while, at this stage, to mark the differences between 
the pre-war Indian currency system and these new schemes of an 
international gold-exchange system. In the first place there is 
no talk of any attempt to prevent a rise in the exchange of any 
country participating in the system. As one of its advocates* 
explains, ‘ the Bank can hardly be obliged to take measures 
against a ris€y the sign of depreciation of the foreign value, 
although it will quite naturally contribute a little to the restora- 
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tion of a rising exchange as a prominent purchaser in the market. 
Even in countries with a metallic currency system, neither Govern- 
ment nor the Board of the Bank have ever been cither legally or 
even morally obliged to guarantee industrial life against possible 
depreciation of foreign values*.^ The only instaiicit of such a 
guarantee is the voluntary practice of the Secretary of State of 
preventing a rise in the sterling value of the rui)ee by selling 
Council Drafts at fixed rates in iinlimited amounts, vSecondly, these 
new schemes all insist on a direct limitation on the quantity of 
legal* tender money within the country. Thirdly, the advocates of 
the proposed system generally recognize that the currency policy 
is ultimately credit policy, and that the co-ofyeration of the central 
banks of the participating countries is an essential condition in 
the problem. Lastly, these schemes aim at regulating credit 
‘ not only with a view to maintaining the currcTicies at par with 
one another, but also with a view to preventing undue fluctua- 
tions in the purchasing; power of gold' {vide resolution No. 11, 
Genoa Conference). In other words, these schemes imply: 
(a) international co-operation; {b) a policy of stabilizing prices ; 
and (c) a policy of economizing the use of gold in internal 
circulation. 

If the Indian system is modified along these lines, almost all 
the. objections against it disappear. But the crucial questions 
are: Is it possible to have a binding iiitcrnationa] agreement in 
these matters ? Is it practicable to regulate, not only the legal 
tender currency, but also the market rate of discount or the rate 
of interest by the use of an index number of prices ? Is the 
public sufficiently educated to have confidence in such a ref<jrm t 
There is nothing inherently impossible in the scheme, but 
the practical difficulties seem almost as insurmountable as in 
Dr. Fisher’s plan. 

8. We must therefore be content with something less satisfac- 
tory but more feasible. The main object to be aimed at should be 
to ensure the automatic expansion aiul contraction of oui- currency. 
For this it is enough to have a ‘ convertible rupee ’, convertible 
not in. gold coins, but gold bullion only. Convertibility is the 
best safety-valve for redundancy of currency ; it provides the 
easiest automatic danger-signal to Government when it is inflating 


* C. A, Verrigin Stuart in the Economic Journal , March, 1919, 
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the currency. A system of convertibility will not need for its 
success a large quantity of gold if the Brituh sovcreigji ceases to 
be legal tender. For, if the rupees in circulation are diminished 
and not replaced by gold cohis, the value of the rupee will rise 
quickly to the point where it will cease to be profitable to 
exchange rupees for gold.* The rupee will still remain 
king in India ; the natural demand for it will not decrease 
in any way. It is no doubt possible that in times of war or 
severe famine convertibility may involve Government in serious 
risks ; but, if the Bank of France has had sometimes to suspend 
cash payments or the British Government to suspend the Bank 
Charter Act, there is no harm if a similar course is left open to 
the Indian Government in exceptionally grave emergencies. 
Such exceptional cases, as was pointed out by Mr. Farrer in his 
evidence before the Fowler Committee, are not made the basis 
of currency systems. ‘ We look to the ordinary state of things.' 
Looking at the problem from this point of view, India’s case 
seems to be a specially favourable one. ‘ She has a great and 
elastic power of producing saleable exports ; she imports, on the 
balance, a large quantity of the precious metals, which she 
retains with gi'cat tenacity ; and she recovers very quickly from 
great depressions.’ It is again true that the largest possible 
reserve of gold will prove insufficient if all the rupees in India, 
or, for the matter of that, even all the rupees except those 
absolutely required for purposes of circulation, were presented at 
one moment for encashment in gold. But such a contingency is 
just as likely as a general run on all the banks and currency offices. 
The only security against such a panic is that no .such demand 
for conversion is ever likely to be made.''* The masses, the 
majority of whom are poor, will find the rupee useful as the 
rupee ; it is the thoughtful and the speculative people who will 
demand gold for rupees. The only way to establish the confidence 
of the latter is to meet their demand boldly. 

The danger is rather the other way. A ‘ conv^ertible rupee \ 
being small in its denomination, is no adequate safeguard against 
inflation ; for, as the older economists clearly showed, the de facto 
suspended cpnvertibility of the small note makes it practically 


' See Leonard Darwin evidence. 

* Mr. Farrer. 

^ See Mr. Farrer’s evidence before the Fowler Committee, 
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inconvertible, and its over-issue is just as likely as that of 
inconvertible paper. A limit must therefore be placed on the 
issue of rupees and small notes, even when they are legally 
convertible into gold bullion. The currency in India should be 
allowed to expand annually by only a certain small percentage, 
representing its normal rate of progress in business. Beyond 
that percentage. Government should have no power to increase 
the currency, whether there is stringency in the money-market or 
not. It is no business of Government to respond to every gust 
of the wind that blows in the money-markets of the country. 

9, Any scheme of ‘ a convertible rupee ’ implies the location 
of our gold reserves in India. We have already noticed that the 
Babington Smith Committee recommended that both silver and 
gold in the Paper Currency Reserve should be kept in India. 
What remains to be done is to transfer to India the greater part 
of our Gold Standard Reserve also, and hold it for the most part 
in actual gold. This does not imply that India should have no 
credits abroad. For, so long as India has to pay Home charges, 
and her balance of trade is at the jnercy of rains, it would be 
wise to keep a certain amount of our resources abroad to 
mitigate the hardships of an occasional adverse exchange. But 
considerations of this kind do not justify the wasteful practice 
of keeping a large gold reserve abroad that is very rarely 
drawn upon. At any rate it is unthinkable that it can be 
allowed to continue under a system of ‘ convertible rupees ’, for 
we shall then need all the gold we can accumulate as a reserve 
for the encashment of our rupees in India. 

Even apart from any such scheme of convertibility, adequate 
reasons exist for the transfer of our gold reserve to India. In 
the first place. Great Britain’s gold reserves have been for many 
years notoriously slender almost to the verge of danger ; and it 
is a gratuitous ‘ tempting of Providence ’ (to use the language 
of Sir Montagu Webb) to place India’s gold reserves almost 
entirely in London in such circumstances. In the second place, 
‘ owing to economic or political complications, there are two sets 
of complications conceivable in England that would make it an 
impossibility for India to withdraw her gold reserve from London, 
no matter how badly India might require it ; and those are : (1) a 
panic in England arising out of an economic crisis ; and (2) a 
financial crisis arising out of Great Britain’s being involved in war 
23 
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with a first-class Power/* Thirdly, even from the narrow point 
of view of exchange stability, the automatic working of natural 
forces is impeded rather than helped by the present practice. 
Between countries using the same currency for their foreign 
trade, these natural forces depend for their working on the 
export of currency from one country to another, tending to raise* 
the rate of interest in the exporting country, and to lower it in 
the importing country, and thus turning the current back ‘in the 
other direction.* In the existing circumstances, the London 
money-market is apt to treat India’s gold reserves as a part 'of the 
general gold reserves in London and to depend upon it for support 
in emergencies. The result is that even the sale of Reverse 
Councils, which is India’s substitute for exporting gold, does not 
ease the English money-market as readily as actual export of 
gold from India would. 

10. A wise Government would resort to various other supple- 
mentary measures by way of reform. It would in the first 
place decrease its gold obligations abroad, as these are a 
constant source of embarrassment. The Hcrschell Committee 
recommended this course as a measure supplementary to the 
closing of the mints ; and the Fowler Committee considered it 
eminently desirable that ‘ the Government of India should 
husband the resources at their command, exercise a resolute 
economy, and restrict the growth of their gold obligaiio7is ’ for the 
si^eedy attainment of an effective gold standard. And yet this 
authoritative advice has been so far treated with supreme 
indifference. 

Secondly, Government would do well to make an effort to 
accumulate a large stock of gold by adopting some of the 
methods fonnerly employed by the Russian Government when 
they sot themselves resolutely to the task of establishing in 
Russia a gold standard without gold currency in circulation. 
They kept Russian gold, production inside the country, raised the 
Russian rate of discount to a level higher than the one pre- 
vailing in the neighbouring countries, made the import duties 
payable in gold or gold equivalent, and took full advantage of 
the occasions when Russia had a favourable balance of trade by 

' See Sir M. Webb's Memorandum before the Chamberlain Commission. 

See Mr. Darcy Lindsay's cross-examination by the Fowler Com- 
mittee (g. 3829-3834). 
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becoming: larg:e buyers of its export bills and ordering gold to be 
sent to them from the proceeds of such bills. ^ 

Thirdly, Government ought to simplify matters by amalga- 
mating the Paper Currency Reserve and the Gold Standard 
Reserve, as was suggested by Mr. F. C. Harrison to the 
Chamberlain Commission. It is worth wliile noting the evidence 
of thivS witness on this point : — 

Q. 10277. (Chairman) Let us revert to the Indian case. I had 
asked you to give us your views as regards the two reserves 
generally ? — Yes. For a long time I have been wanting 
to suggest to the Government of India — but having left India 
now one’s interest lias waned a little — that it would he worth 
considering the question of amalgamating onr currency note 
system and our ordinary currency system. At present our 
rupee is really a note printed in silv'er and onr note is a note 
printed in paper. We arc undertaking the liability to preserve 
the whole on a parity with gold at Is, 4r/. By way of taking a 
figure as an illustration, supposing we will say there arc 180 
crores of silver in circulation ami (30crores nf notes in circulation. 
I should be rather inclined to look at the cinestion : how much 
gold should we hold against the two together, against the 180 
crores in silver notes and crores in paper notes ; and do away 
with the Gold Standard Reserve. To take a figure by way of 
illustration, say that wc hold 25 crores of gold against the 180 
crores of silver, and say we hold 15 crores of gold against the 
HO crores of notes, . . . that would be 40 crores. Then what T 
would suggest is some plan of this kind : for every rupee we 
issue we keep the same proportion of gold, 25 to 180, or whatever 
is fixed, and similarly fc^r whatever notes we issue we keep the 
same proportion of gold, i.e. 15 to 60. That is the sort of system 
I would prefer, I think, to see introduced by the Government of 
India. . . . 

Q. 10280. Am I to understand that your view of the Gold 
vStandard Reserve is that it should be regulated on the same 
principles on which you regulate, say, the stock of gold which 
you hold for encashment on bank-notes here? — Yes, I would 
let it stand simply on its own feet — that India has enough 
gold to back its silver and notes. . . . 


* See Rothschild’s evidence before the Fowle: Committee (Q, 761.3), 



180 


INDIAN CURRENCY AND EXCHANGE 


Q. 10283. (Mr. Keynes) Are you advocating that gold should 
be kept for the redemption of rupees when the gold is not wanted 
for export at all, and there is no unfavourable balance of trade ? 
— Yes, I was ^ saying that I should treat the rupee as exactly in 
the same position as the currency note. It is a note which is 
printed in silver. 

Q. 10284. Is not that a inirely wasteful practice, and of no 
use l:o anybody ? — No, I think not, because there is the danger 
in having 180 crores of rupees current at a value in excess of 
their intrinsic value. 

Q, 10285. Apart from the question of an adverse balance of 
trade and the exchanges, is there ? — Yes. 

Q, 10287. You do not think that gold is only wanted for 
the purposes of export ? — No. Assuming you have certain 
counters which produce a certain price between the counters and 
the commodities, if there is a change in prices due to change in 
methods of business or a rise in the value of gold, you will 
require less of those counters. If those counters arc bone you 
cannot reduce them. I mean if the counters are of no intrinsic 
value you cannot reduce them ; they have a tendency to stick. 
You cannot reduce token currency, in other words, in the way 
that you can reduce a full value currency, which goes away until 
a near equilibrium is established. 

Q. 10288. If you x'edeem rupees for sovereigns and the 
sovereigns are kept in the country and not exported, the volume 
of currency is exactly the same as it was previously ? — Yes.‘ 

Q. 10289. Therefore there is no effect on prices ? — But 
they may present more counters than you have gold behind. 
My point is that a full value currency seeks its own level, but a 
token currency cannot be contracted. 

Lastly, Government should bring the Indian system into line 
with other systems by establishing a real State bank in India. 
Apart from the reasons noticed in chapter iv, a currency system of 
the kind recommended in this section can be worked by a central 
bank far more efficiently than by a Government department. 

11. It must not be imagined that the scheme outlined above 
will give us as stable a monetary standard as Dr. Fisher’s plan. 
All that is claimed for it is that it will be much more stable than 
the present rupee ; that it will give the country the much-needed 
relief from the intolerable burden of high prices ; and that it will 
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be much more economical than ‘ a gold standard with gold 
currency in internal circulation.’ Like all other forms of gold 
standard' it will make for a fall of prices ; but that fall will be 
much less than will follow the establishment of a gold standard 
with gold currency in active circulation. 

But even this halfway house is not practicable till normal 
conditions are restored in some measure. A Government that 
finds its budget upbalanced every now and then, and has to 
finance its deficits by currency inflation and floating debt, must 
first put its. house in order before embarking on any scheme of 
currency reform. It will not be easy for it under the present 
conditions to convert without heavy loss our sterling securities 
into gold. It would be simply playing into the hands of 
speculators in gold if it were to declare the rupee convertible 
into 1^. gold immediately. The world’s conditions are in many 
ways unsettled. Although the sterling is approaching its pre- 
war parity with gold, w'e cannot take for granted the re-cstablish- 
ment of an effective gold standard in England in the immediate 
future, until we see what happens when England pays off its 
debt to the United States and can judge more clearly the future 
trend of prices there. An independent return to the gold 
standard under the present conditions has been found to be both 
impracticable and undesirable, even by gold-producing and 
gold-exporting countries like Australia and South Africa. It is 
extremely difficult if not impossible for any single country to 
maintain a gold standard amid all the vicissitudes of post-war 
trade and the incalculable possibilities of heavy inter-Govern- 
ment payments. For the exchange effects of large international 
payments are not confined merely to the countries immediately 
concerned. For instance, during the last few years the difficulties 
of Frailce in meeting American claims served to depreciate the 
sterling-dollar exchange. As the dollar price of the franc fell, 
Frenchmen found it more profitable temporarily to pay their 
obligations through the medium of sterling ; this sent up the 
sterling in terms of francs but down in terms of dollars. In these 
circumstances, ‘ the country which first returns to a gold standard, 
in ‘ effect places its gold reserves at the disposal of any country 
which has large obligations to discharge in the United States’,* 

* See Economic Journal^ July. 1922. 
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unless its balance of payments is relatively as favourable as 
that of the United States. The only suitable policy, at this 
juncture, then, is to ‘ wait and see This necessarily* implies 
that natural forces should be allowed to work without hindrance. 
Government must not sell Council Bills beyond the requirements 
of tfie Secretary of State ; it must allow deflation to take place. 
Stringency or no stringency, it is no part of Government’s 
business to play godfather to the export trade and supply 
them with Indian currency at cheap rates. A general fall of 
prices in the world appears almost inevitable ; and, unless the 
price-level in India is allowed to fall considerably, even 
exchange stability would be seriously jeopardized by the contin- 
uance of the present policy of selling Council Drafts. There is 
no justification whatever for the efforts that Government is 
making to prevent a rise in exchange. At any rate it is in- 
consistent with the official pronouncements that Government 
proposes to allow natural forces to work out their full effects. 
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